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ABSTRACT
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Name of researcher: Ryan Lee Ashlock
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Problem
There is a general lack of understanding and practice of discipleship within
Western Christianity. This lack of discipleship can be observed within the University
City Seventh-day Adventist Church. Many Christians view their relationship with Jesus
as something that affects the afterlife but has little effect on the present. There is a grave
need for the church to have a culture of discipleship in which people are encouraged to
have a daily and lifelong connection with Jesus.
Method
Building on conclusions drawn from theological reflection and a review of
relevant literature, an intervention was developed that sought to draw church leaders into

a process of intentional connection with Jesus in which they would experience
discipleship. The intervention was developed with the belief that an increased personal
awareness of their discipleship would change how leaders live their lives and that their
influence would begin to change the church culture to one in which discipleship is seen
as essential for all church members. The intervention consisted of a suggested spiritual
growth plan that could be adapted to an individual’s needs and circumstances and be
carried out in the context of a microgroup (ideally three people). The growth plan was
built around three elements of discipleship: (1) intentionality, (2) communion (time with
Jesus) and (3) community. Church board members were invited to participate in the
growth plan. Those who agreed to engage in the process completed the Growing
Disciples Inventory (GDI) before beginning the intervention and again at the end. By
analyzing changes in scores, it was possible to determine if participants grew in their
sense of themselves as disciples.
Results
Nine people participated and provided research data. As expected, those who
participated in the process saw measurable growth in various aspects of discipleship. The
GDI “Connecting” process was the most significant area of growth. Participants
experienced large mean gains in their sense of connection with God, with church, and
with others. In addition, people who met with a microgroup more frequently saw some
limited positive results over those who met infrequently with a microgroup. Surprisingly,
analysis also revealed that participants who engaged in the process for five months
benefitted more than those who stayed in the same microgroup for twelve months.
Possible explanations for the results are examined in Chapter 6.

Conclusions
An intentional personal growth plan with microgroup support produced
significant increases in self-reported measures of discipleship when implemented at the
University City Seventh-day Adventist Church. This growth plan was designed for its
context but may have applicability to other contexts as well. As pastors look for ways to
encourage their churches to become places where discipleship is the norm, calling church
leaders to be intentional about spending time with Jesus and supporting that practice with
a microgroup community is a promising first step.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
A crescendo of recent voices is calling attention to the need for discipleship
within Christianity and offering strategies for it (i.e.: Anders, 2015; Anderson, 2016;
Burrill, 1996; Chan & Beuving, 2012; English, 2020; Logan & Ridley, 2015; Madding,
2020; Moore, 2012/2014; Peterson, 1980/2019; J. Putman, Harrington, & Coleman, 2013;
W. J. Putman, 2010; VinCross, 2020). There is widespread agreement among evangelical
scholars and ministry practitioners that discipleship has been neglected and must be
reclaimed if the church is to fulfill its mission.
The term discipleship carries a variety of meanings. As pointed out by Dodson
(2012, pp. 27-28), there are two major approaches to discipleship which are driven by
alternate definitions of discipleship. Giving voice to one of these approaches, Byrley
(2014) explains that discipleship can be viewed as “the process of becoming a disciple”
and the process “of making other disciples through teaching and evangelism.” Notice that
this definition is focused primarily on evangelism and is aimed at bringing a person to
conversion, at which point the new convert becomes a disciple. An alternate definition
sees discipleship as “the ongoing process of growth as a disciple” (Wilkins, 1992, p. 41).
In other words, discipleship is a process which does not end at conversion. It is worth
noting that both definitions share a common emphasis on process—the process of
becoming and/or growing as a disciple of Jesus Christ.
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In light of the debate about whether discipleship has more to do with evangelism
or with post-conversion growth as a disciple, Stetzer (2020) has suggested that disciplemaking would be a better term to refer to the entire process of pre-conversion and postconversion activities and growth. Given its ubiquitous usage in recent literature, however,
I will be retaining the term discipleship. The English word discipleship is not found in
any English translation of the Bible nor is there a Greek or Hebrew equivalent to be
found in the Bible. The noun disciple is present. The lack of biblical usage and definition
allows for some ambiguity when talking about discipleship. When I use the word
discipleship in this paper it can be understood as the state or condition of being a disciple
and it implies a process of both being and becoming. Discipleship is a lifelong
apprenticeship to Jesus.
Despite an increasing evangelical emphasis on discipleship, many Christians still
do not have a clear picture of what discipleship entails or of how to approach the
discipleship process. Multiple observers have concluded that the church lacks an
intentional focus on discipleship (Barna Research Group & The Navigators, 2015; Hull,
2016; Willard, 2006). There is an obvious need for efforts in the church to encourage
modern-day followers of Jesus to embrace discipleship and to grow in their relationship
with Him.
This introductory chapter describes the ministry context in which a discipleship
project was carried out in a specific and limited way. It identifies the problem the project
sought to address and spells out various self-imposed delimitations. Finally, the chapter
provides an overview of the process used to develop and implement the project.

2

Description of the Ministry Context
During the project I served as pastor of the University City Seventh-day
Adventist Church, a multi-cultural congregation in Charlotte, North Carolina, with a
January 2020 membership of 303 and weekly attendance averaging 118 at the mother
church and 25 at a recent church plant. The church is focused around three major
strengths: children’s ministries, reclaiming former Adventists, and church planting. Since
completing a building project in 2003, the church has grown rapidly, attracting a diverse
group of people from many cultural backgrounds. The church has successfully planted
six daughter congregations since 2009. Combined average attendance across all seven
locations exceeds 400.
Rapid church planting has thinned out the ranks of leaders at the University City
Church because many experienced leaders have gone out to plant churches. This has
created a challenge in maintaining the systems and programs of the church with fewer
volunteers. A higher proportion of attendees at University City are “pew warmers” than
at any time in the past. However, there remains a core group of strong and committed
Christians at the mother church.
Charlotte is a city of 800,000 and is the third largest financial center in the United
States after New York and San Francisco (Roberts & Rothacker, 2017). Major employers
in the city are in the healthcare, education, financial services, and airline industries. There
are 34 Adventist churches, companies, or groups within 30 miles of Uptown, Charlotte’s
city center. There are 19 churches, companies, or groups within 15 miles. None is in the
city center. The churches closest to Uptown are the oldest: Berean, a mid-sized
historically-black congregation located less than two miles north of Uptown, and Sharon,
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a large historically-white congregation that is five miles to the southeast of Uptown. As
far as I know, no Adventists live in Uptown. Of University City’s church plants, all
except one are suburban with distances from Uptown of six to 15 miles. The one urban
church plant is the Myanmar International Company located in a neighborhood nearly six
miles from Uptown.
The University City Seventh-day Adventist Church is so named because it is in
University City, an edge city or urban neighborhood mostly within the city limits of
Charlotte. The central feature of University City is the campus of the University of North
Carolina at Charlotte (UNCC) which enrolls 30,000 students and is located about 10
miles northeast of Uptown Charlotte. University City is the city’s second largest
employment center (after Uptown) and contains a 2,200-acre business park. The
population of University City is approximately 171,000 and the average median age is
29.5, according to a report by University City Partners (2017).
Seventh-day Adventists are evangelical Christians with several unique theological
emphases. Some of these emphases will be explored further in this paper. The term
evangelical is often misunderstood and deserves a brief explanation. In the American
context, many people narrowly associate evangelicals with a particular political agenda
(as explored by Johnsson, 2019) or with the “fundamentalist-Calvinist” branch of
evangelicalism (as discussed by Nam, 2005, pp. 380-381). When I use the terms
evangelical or evangelicalism in this paper, I am speaking more broadly of the
transdenominational and international movement which began within Protestant churches
in the 1730s. Key figures in early evangelicalism were the Englishmen George
Whitefield (1714-1770) and John Wesley (1703-1791) whose ministries spanned Great
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Britain and the American colonies. Whitefield’s theology was shaped by Calvinism
whereas Wesley held Arminian views. Seventh-day Adventist theology developed within
the Wesleyan Arminian branch of evangelicalism (see Whidden, 2005). The historian
Bebbington (1989) describes evangelicalism as a movement that is characterized by four
qualities: (1) “conversionism, the belief that lives need to be changed,” (2) “activism,”
putting gospel faith into action, (3), “biblicism,” a high respect for Scripture, and (3)
“crucicentrism, a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross” (pp. 2-3). Set within this
historical context and Bebbington’s definition, Seventh-day Adventists are evangelicals.
Statement of the Problem
The University City Seventh-day Adventist Church lacks a culture of discipleship.
In other words, most within the church do not understand discipleship, do not experience
discipleship, and do not expect their fellow church members to be disciples. Although
many Adventists live, work, and play in Charlotte, it is my observation that few of them
are experiencing the abundant life that Jesus promised (see John 10:10). This is not
merely an Adventist problem. Many evangelicals face the challenge of what Dallas
Willard (2006) calls the “Great Disparity” between “the hope for life expressed in Jesus”
and “the actual day-to-day behavior, inner life, and social presence of most of those who
now profess adherence to him” (p. x). Many Christians see Jesus as a Savior who secures
them a place in heaven and provides some comfort between now and then, but they do
not see how he makes much difference in their lives in the present. They lack an
intimacy—a daily connection—with Jesus, a sense that he is their teacher and they are his
students on the journey of discipleship.
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Statement of the Task
The purpose of this project was to begin fostering a culture of discipleship at the
University City Seventh-day Adventist Church that would help the congregation become
a place where discipleship is the norm. Cultural change is complex and involves many
factors, but it can begin with a small and contagious group of people within the church
who become wholehearted disciples of Jesus. The overflow of their lives will change
everything around them for good. The project sought to engage church leaders in a
process of intentional connection with Jesus in which they would experience discipleship.
From their experiences of discipleship and their awareness of themselves as disciples,
these leaders will be equipped to influence the culture of the entire church.
Delimitations
The scope of the project was limited in several ways. I am a Seventh-day
Adventist Christian with a high view of Scripture and a personal faith in Jesus Christ.
During the design and implementation of the project I was employed by the Carolina
Conference of Seventh-day Adventists as pastor of the University City Seventh-day
Adventist Church. This project was carried out within the framework of a Seventh-day
Adventist worldview and in my role as pastor. I chose to limit project involvement to
adults within the church congregation and focused specifically on church leaders.
The theology of discipleship and the literature about discipleship are vast fields
that had to be narrowed and surveyed for purposes of this study. The theological
reflection is concentrated on addressing specific needs arising from the context. The
literature review takes a historical approach that is narrowly focused on issues relevant to
the context. It relies mainly on evangelical and Seventh-day Adventist authors.
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Description of the Project Process
The project process began with theological reflection and proceeded to a review
of literature that informed the development of an intervention suited for the local context.
The intervention was carried out and then evaluated using a selected research
methodology.
Theological Reflection
For the theological reflection presented in Chapter 2 I felt it was imperative to
deal with the primary source materials by exploring what the New Testament says about
discipleship. Even so I had to limit my focus to several specific aspects of discipleship
that are often misunderstood. My first aim was to discover whether discipleship should be
viewed as something optional or essential to Christianity. After establishing the essential
nature of discipleship, I proceeded to ask about how growth takes place in the life of a
disciple. The metaphor of the vine and the branches in John 15 proved to be a rich
resource. Since growth implies some objective, a goal towards which growth is moving, I
also examined the purpose of discipleship. Disciples grow into the likeness of Jesus. As
they become like their Master, disciples gain his heart towards others which motivates
them to fulfill Christ’s mission, to invite others to become disciples. Finally, I ended the
chapter by looking at several practical steps disciples can take to be shaped in the
likeness of Jesus.
Review of Literature
In the process of familiarizing myself with the literature about discipleship I
realized that divergent views about discipleship could easily be described and analyzed
historically. The literature review offered in Chapter 3 takes a historical approach and
7

begins with a survey of discipleship up to the Protestant Reformation, focusing on factors
that contributed to a false view of discipleship as something optional within Christianity.
Since Adventists trace their roots to the Reformation, I deemed it important to delve into
the Reformation’s effects on discipleship as well as on post-Reformation developments
that led to evangelical views of discipleship shared by Adventists.
The term discipleship was not much used prior to G. C. Morgan (1897). Since the
publication of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 1963 book The Cost of Discipleship, a major
expansion in the literature of discipleship has occurred. So much has been written that an
exhaustive review would be impossible. I chose to focus my efforts on key selected
evangelical authors. I rounded out the chapter with a look at unique Adventist
perspectives on discipleship. Adventists are evangelicals whose distinctive beliefs
encourage a wholistic view of discipleship.
Development of the Intervention
Believing that discipleship is not just one program among many but is the
unifying theme of all that a church does and strives for, I nevertheless had to choose a
specific intervention that could be carried out in a limited time frame in hopes that it
would begin to shift the church culture in the direction of discipleship. To develop the
intervention described in Chapter 4, I built off insights gained from my own experience
as a disciple as well as theological reflection and a review of literature. It became clear
that the great need of disciples is a living connection with Jesus and that an onramp
towards connection with him could be the desire for growth that so many Americans feel.
For those willing to participate, I developed a spiritual growth plan that would be carried
out in the context of a microgroup (ideally a group of three people). I examined models
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used by practitioners like Cole (1999, 2005) and Ogden (2007, 2016) and adapted them to
meet my context. I chose to focus my efforts on church leaders: elders and board
members.
Intervention Implementation
The intervention presented in Chapter 5 began in February, 2019, and concluded
in March, 2020. During the first phase of the intervention, I worked with the elders to
develop a growth plan. I wrote a short document which provided participants with
instructions for their involvement in the project. Several of the elders agreed to try out the
plan and provided feedback before a revised version of the plan was presented to the
church board in October, 2019. At the board meeting I presented the discipleship growth
plan to the church board and invited board members to participate.
The intervention was framed as an invitation for people to be intentional about
growth, to prayerfully dialogue with Jesus about what they needed him to do for them
and what they needed to learn from him. Participants were invited to form into
microgroups in which they could give and receive support for their relationship with
Jesus and their growth goals.
Research Methodology and Protocol
My hypothesis was that people who participated in the growth plan and met with
a microgroup with some degree of consistency would experience measurable growth in
their experience of and satisfaction with the Christian life. In other words, I expected that
participants would experience discipleship and the inevitable growth that comes to
disciples when they are connected to Jesus. The effectiveness of the intervention was
evaluated quantitatively using surveys of participants both before and after the
9

intervention to ascertain whether participants experienced growth in various aspects of
discipleship.
Since the intervention was typical of activities that take place in a church setting
and was deemed to pose little risk to participants, informed consent was not necessary.
Research participants knew they were part of a research project and willingly provided
me with their survey results. Conclusions drawn from the research data as well as
recommendations for further application of the findings are detailed in Chapter 6.
Summary
As pastor of the University City Seventh-day Adventist Church in Charlotte,
North Carolina, I developed and carried out a discipleship project with a goal of shifting
the church’s culture in the direction of discipleship. Many church members (and
Christians in general) experience a disconnect between their professed belief in Jesus and
their lived reality. They do not see themselves as disciples. This project sought, in a
specific and limited way, to begin a process of cultural change by drawing people into
discipleship, the process of daily and lifelong apprenticeship to Jesus. The project was
informed by theological reflection and a review of literature and consisted of the
development and implementation of a discipleship strategy which invited individual
church leaders to engage in a personal growth plan experienced in the context of a
microgroup.
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CHAPTER 2

INTENTIONAL DISCIPLESHIP: A
THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION
Introduction
It is increasingly common to hear about the importance of discipleship within
evangelical Christianity. Churches and publishers offer many discipleship programs,
classes, and curricula that focus on one or more aspects of what it means to follow Jesus.
Some programs emphasize evangelism while others give weight to the devotional life.
Programs and training sessions have their place, but they often miss the mark by treating
discipleship as merely part of a larger Christian life or by conveying the idea that
discipleship is an optional advanced level of Christianity. As we will see, the Bible points
to discipleship being a full-bodied and lifelong apprenticeship to Jesus, something that
cannot be neatly confined to a 6-week class or a series of study guides.
This chapter does not seek to provide an exhaustive theology of discipleship, but
rather offers a brief exploration of the contours of New Testament discipleship with a
view to understanding how present-day Christians are called to be disciples of Jesus. It is
structured to explore selected aspects of discipleship which address questions that often
receive inadequate answers in the church, such as: Is discipleship required? How does
growth take place in a disciple? What is the purpose of discipleship? How do evangelism
and discipleship fit together? What role does the devotional life play in discipleship?
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The first section of the chapter deals with the essential nature of discipleship and
shows that there can be no real Christianity without discipleship. Subsequent sections
explore the progressive nature of discipleship as a growth journey towards Christlikeness
and the importance of mission for disciples. The chapter ends with a look at several
practical steps disciples can take to be shaped in the likeness of Jesus.
Necessity: The Essential Nature of Discipleship
Is discipleship required for Christians? The New Testament provides an
unequivocal yes. There is no biblical warrant for separating Christianity into two classes
of people: the masses of those who are saved and the elite followers who are disciples.
The New Testament is clear that discipleship means following Jesus and that there is no
salvation except for those who follow Him. Discipleship is necessary. It is not optional.
Discipleship as Following
When Jesus invites someone to be his disciple, he calls that person to follow him.
Prime examples of the call to follow Jesus include the original twelve disciples, but the
call is not limited to them. The invitation to follow Jesus is given to whomever will heed
it.
The Twelve answered the call and literally followed Jesus by walking all over the
countryside with him (see Mark 6:1). Crowds also followed Jesus (Matt 4:25, 8:1, 12:15,
14:13, 19:2, 20:29, 21:9; Mark 3:7, 5:24; Luke 7:9, 9:11; John 6:2), but this kind of
physical following is not necessarily discipleship. The call to follow Jesus as a disciple is
a call to leave a former way of life behind and become an apprentice to Jesus.
Of those who would later become the Twelve Disciples, we have record of a few
specific calls and the word “follow” is always part of the call. Jesus calls Philip to follow
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him (John 1:43). Jesus calls fishermen at the Sea of Galilee to follow him and they leave
their nets to do so (Matt 4:18-22; Mark 1:16-20; cf. Luke 5:1-11). Jesus sees Levi
Matthew at his tax booth and says, “Follow me.” In response to the summons “Levi got
up, left everything and followed him” (Luke 5:27-2; cf. Matt 9:9; Mark 2:14).
Nevertheless, the call to follow Jesus extends beyond the Twelve. Jesus issued the
call, “follow me,” to an unknown person (Luke 9:59; cf. Matt 8:21) and to the Rich
Young Ruler (Matt 19:21; Luke 18:22).
We do not have record of a specific call given to all disciples, but it is evident that
Jesus intends for all disciples to follow him from the way he uses the words “whoever”
(Matt 10:38; Luke 14:27) and “anyone” (Matt 16:24; Luke 9:23) when he talks about the
cost of discipleship. In Mark 8:34 Jesus is addressing both the crowd and his disciples
when he says, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his
cross and follow me.” The invitation to discipleship is open to all.
Many others besides the Twelve became followers of Jesus. For instance, Joseph
of Arimathea is identified as a disciple (Matt 27:57; John 19:38). According to Luke, the
Twelve were chosen out of a larger group of disciples (Luke 6:13) and those who praised
God during the Triumphal Entry are described as “the whole multitude of his disciples”
(Luke 19:37). Many of the disciples stopped following Jesus after his hard sayings about
eating flesh and drinking blood (John 6:60-66). Clearly there were many people who
identified themselves as disciples of Jesus during his earthly ministry. Not all of them
remained disciples because of the high cost associated with real discipleship.
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To be in right relationship with Jesus is to follow him. Lest we think following
Jesus is optional for Christians, there are several Gospel accounts which link salvation
and discipleship. To receive eternal life a person must follow Jesus.
Discipleship as Salvation
While the New Testament is clear that belief in Jesus is the only requirement for
salvation (John 3:15-16, 3:36, 5:24, 6:40; Acts 13:48, 16:13; 1 Tim 1:16; 1 John 5:13), it
is also clear that such belief is a full-bodied faith that brings with it the reception of Jesus
into the life of the believer. As John puts it in his first epistle, “Whoever has the Son has
life; whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life” (5:12). Salvation is not
merely a transaction in which a believer gets credit for believing. Salvation occurs when
a person receives the person of Jesus into his or her life.
The Synoptic Gospels are not as explicit as John and the rest of the New
Testament about salvation being obtained by believing in Jesus. A superficial reading of
the Synoptics may even give the impression, at times, that salvation is obtained by
keeping the law, but a careful reading reveals the opposite. Salvation comes from Jesus
alone. The case of the Rich Young Ruler is a prime example of how this works.
The story of the Rich Young Ruler is found in each of the Synoptic Gospels (Matt
19:16–26; Mark 10:17–27; Luke 18:18–27) but not in John. The wealthy young man asks
Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life and Jesus responds by saying “If you would
enter life, keep the commandments” (Matt 19:17). The young man feels confident in his
law keeping but knows that he still lacks something. Jesus tells him to sell all that he has
and “come, follow me” (Matt 19:21). Notice that the story teaches the inadequacy of lawkeeping for obtaining eternal life. Even the command to give away possessions is not the
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main point of the story, although it is easy to think so. The point is, “come, follow me.”
The person of Jesus is the focal point of salvation. Being a disciple of Jesus is equivalent
to having eternal life. Ellen White (1898) comments on this story: “His [Christ’s] words
were words of wisdom, though they appeared severe and exacting. In accepting and
obeying them was the ruler’s only hope of salvation” (p. 520).
In all three of the Synoptic Gospels, the story of the Rich Young Ruler is followed
by Peter pointing out to Jesus that he and the other disciples have indeed given all to
become disciples. Jesus assures him that anyone who gives up earthly treasure “for the
sake of the kingdom of God” will receive blessings in this life and “in the age to come
eternal life” (Luke 18:30). Again, it is important to note that throughout this episode
Jesus is teaching that salvation by works is impossible. Only by following Jesus can
anyone be saved.
When Jesus says, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take
up his cross and follow me,” he specifies that discipleship is a life and death matter. “For
whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and
gospel’s will save it” (Mark 8:34-38; cf. Matt 16:24–27; Luke 9:23–26). In another place
Jesus uses similar language and urges the crowd to “count the cost” of discipleship (Luke
14:28; cf. Matt 10:34-29), informing them that they must “hate” their own lives and
families. When Matthew recounts the same incident, it is clear that Jesus does not mean
hate in the sense of abhor or dishonor. “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is
not worthy of me” (Matt 10:37). Elsewhere the Scriptures command believers to honor
and care for family members (Exod 20:12; Eph 6:1-2; 1 Tim 5:8), and Jesus is certainly
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not contradicting those teachings. The point Jesus is making is that he must have the
disciple’s supreme affection.
The Gospel of John contains a similar statement in which Jesus says that whoever
hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. The passage concludes with Jesus
saying, “If anyone serves me, he must follow me; and where I am, there will my servant
be also” (John 12:25-26). There is no salvation apart from Christ, apart from discipleship.
Again, it must be emphasized that neither law-keeping nor discipleship are
meritorious acts that earn salvation. The presence of Jesus in the life of the believer is
what matters. The centrality of Jesus to each believer and to the church is a major theme
throughout the New Testament. In fact, discipleship is so essential that the book of Acts
equates it with other descriptors of the early church itself. To be a Christian is to be a
disciple.
Discipleship as Christianity
“Disciple” (μᾰθητής) is the most used descriptor of the followers of Jesus in the
New Testament. The term “Christian” (Χριστιανός) is found only three times in the Bible
(Acts 11:26, 26:28; 1 Pet 5:16). Other appellations for Christians such as “saints,” (οἱ
ἅγιοι) “brothers,” (ἀδελφοὶ) and “believers” (οἱ πιστοὶ and οἱ πιστεύοντες) are used more
often than “Christian,” but “disciple” is the clear winner with well over 200 references,
all of which are contained in the four Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles.
The Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20) calls for the making of disciples in all the
world after the Ascension of Jesus. The book of Acts indicates that new converts to
Christianity continued to be called disciples in the years following the Ascension (see for
example Acts 14:21-22 where a group of believers that Paul has brought to Christ are
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called “the disciples”). Again, the terminology of disciple and Christian are equivalent in
the New Testament.
The words most used to describe the disciples in Acts and throughout the
remainder of the New Testament (“saints,” “brothers,” and “believers”), like the word
“disciple,” are almost always in the plural and emphasize the community of faith. The
book of Acts itself begins to shift towards speaking of the disciples as “the congregation”
(πλῆθος) and “the church” (ἐκκλησία) so as to unambiguously emphasize the communal
nature of discipleship. The Epistles likewise emphasize the mutuality of believers, the
fact that we are “members one of another” (Rom 12:5). It is this emphasis on brotherhood
and connectedness that may account for the absence of the word “disciple” in the
Epistles. (For further discussion of this point see Beasley-Murray, 2016; A. Morgan,
2015)
Even without explicit discipleship language in the Epistles, it is clear from the
Gospels and Acts that discipleship is not limited to the Twelve nor to those who lived
during the earthly ministry of Jesus. “The disciples” becomes a descriptor of Christians in
the first century and beyond, thus linking discipleship integrally with Christianity itself.
There is no Christianity without discipleship.
Discipleship means following Jesus, being his apprentice. Discipleship involves
intimate connection with the Lord, resulting in eternal life for the disciple. Having seen
the intrinsic nature of discipleship to Christianity, we turn now to look at the process of
discipleship. When a person comes into a discipleship relationship with Jesus, the
inevitable result is growth.
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Growth: The Inevitable Process of Discipleship
Discipleship is not a static state. The very language of discipleship as “following”
speaks to its progressive and participatory nature. Discipleship is a lifelong journey of
growth. How does this growth take place? The New Testament employs various
metaphors, both organic and inorganic, to describe corporate and individual growth (Matt
13:1-23; Mark 4:1-20; Luke 8:4-15; John 15:1-5; 1 Cor 3:1-6, 9; Eph 2:19-22; Heb 5:1314; 1 Pet 2:5) and the emphasis is always upon God as the one who brings growth. This
section will focus briefly on one of these metaphors, the example of the vine and the
branches found in John 15, in order to better understand the process by which disciples
grow.
John 15 makes it plain that growth and fruit-bearing are inevitable processes that
occur when conditions are right. Jesus is the vine, and his disciples are branches. Jesus
describes his Father as the Master Gardener and says, “Every branch in me that does not
bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear
more fruit” (John 15:2). As long as a disciple is connected to Jesus, fruit will come.
“Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit” (John 15:5b). The
passage reassures us that just like a well-tended grape vine will grow and produce fruit,
so the disciple who remains connected to Jesus and subject to the wisdom of the
Gardener, will experience growth.
John 15 contains a strong warning about the necessity of staying connected to the
vine (v. 6). The warning is not focused on growth or fruit-bearing, but on connection. The
focus of a disciple’s effort is to “abide” in Jesus, to remain connected to Him. Without
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sun and rain, without the vine, without a gardener, we will never become what we are
meant to be.
Growth and fruit-bearing are metaphors with multiple possible meanings.
Commenting upon the never-ending growth that is a sign of life within disciples, White
(1903) explains one way in which the image of agricultural growth applies to Christians.
She states:
The germination of the seed represents the beginning of spiritual life, and the
development of the plant is a figure of the development of character. There can be no
life without growth. The plant must either grow or die. As its growth is silent and
imperceptible, but continuous, so is the growth of character. At every stage of
development our life may be perfect; yet if God’s purpose for us is fulfilled, there will
be constant advancement. (p. 105)
Here Ellen White applies the metaphor of agricultural growth to character development
and describes it as an ongoing process. Seeing plant growth and fruit as representative of
character development is consistent with the way Paul describes the fruit of the Spirit
(Gal 5:22-23) as character qualities. Certainly, this is part of what it means to grow and
bear fruit—to form a godly character. Another possible interpretation of the fruit
metaphor takes note of the fact that fruit contain seeds. Disciples are called to make more
disciples. “Go and bear fruit” (John 15:16) can be seen as John’s version of the Great
Commission.
Seeing personal character growth and the making of disciples as complementary
aspects of growth and fruit-bearing, we can affirm, based on John 15, that when a
Christian abides in Christ she will inevitably experience personal growth and will be
involved in blessing others by helping them along the discipleship journey. These
outcomes are guaranteed if the branch remains connected to the vine.
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There is an even more comprehensive way in which scripture speaks of the
purpose of discipleship. Discipleship leads to Christlikeness. Jesus is the model to which
all disciples aspire. He has the godly character which we need, and his heart yearns to
save lost people. As we become like him, we fulfill the purpose of discipleship and of
human life itself.
Christlikeness: The Purpose of Discipleship
The New Testament repeatedly speaks of how disciples are to be like Christ, to be
formed like him. Jesus states that a “fully trained” disciple “will be like his teacher”
(Luke 6:40; see also Matt 10:24-25). Paul uses the language of forming (Gal 4:19),
conforming (Rom 8:29) and transforming (2 Cor 3:18; Phil 3:21) to describe how
Christians are being shaped in the image of Jesus. And John tells us that Christians will
be like Jesus at his appearing (1 John 3:2).
Since Christlikeness is multifaceted and sometimes misunderstood, it is worth
exploring in some detail what it means to be like Christ. As we will see, Christlikeness
goes beyond sinlessness. It means being like God and it also means being fully human.
Christlikeness Is More than Sinlessness
It is understandable that many people think of sinlessness when they think of
Christlikeness. Jesus never sinned (Heb 4:15; 1 Pet 2:22; 1 John 3:5) and through our
union with Christ we are freed from slavery to sin (Rom 6:6; cf. 1 Pet 2:24; 1 John 3:6).
But to think of Christlikeness as sinlessness is to miss the point. Christlikeness is not
merely about avoiding wrong. It is about being right and doing right. “Whoever practices
righteousness is righteous, as he is righteous” (1 John 3:7). Disciples are those who are
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turning away from a life of sin, but more importantly, they are turning towards Jesus and
becoming like him in a positive sense.
The realization that Christlikeness is more than sinlessness has huge implications
for Christian communities. As a local congregation attempts to develop a culture of
discipleship, it is important to talk about what Christlikeness looks like. A Christfollower will have a healthy respect for the corrupting influence of evil in the world but
will not isolate from the world or denigrate God’s good creation out of fear of
contamination. Christ had an open-hearted engagement with the world and with lost
people. If we are to develop the attitude of Christ towards the world—to be truly
Christlike—it is helpful for us to reflect on the reality that Jesus was fully God and fully
man. In the next two subsections we explore the ways in which disciples are called to be
like God and to be fully human as they follow Jesus.
Christlikeness Is Godlikeness
Jesus is God (John 1:1; John 20:28; Rom 9:5). At least part of what it means to
become like Christ is to become like God. Yet it seems sacrilegious to say that humans
can be God-like. After all, the serpent tempted Eve to disobey God by asserting that the
forbidden fruit would open her eyes “and you will be like God, knowing good and evil”
(Gen 3:5). And yet the Scriptures tell us that we are meant to “become partakers of the
divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4).
Clearly there are aspects of Godlikeness that are inappropriate for humans to
grasp after. In what ways, then, should humans seek to be like God? In all the ways that
Jesus revealed in himself. We are to be imitators of Christ (see 1 Cor 11:1; Eph 5:1-2; 1
Pet 2:21). We are to have the mind of Christ, his attitude of humility (Phil 2:5-11).
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Disciples will do the works of Christ (John 14:12; cf. Eph 2:10). And the greatest way in
which we can be Godlike is to have the love of God.
God is love (1 John 4:8, 16). Jesus says, “By this all people will know that you
are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:25, emphasis mine).
Ultimately, to be like God is to live in love, to share in the unending joy of giving and
receiving love.
As White (1903) says, “Higher than the highest human thought can reach is God’s
ideal for his children. Godliness—godlikeness—is the goal to be reached” (p. 18). This
lofty goal of Godlikeness is properly understood as mankind’s original purpose. Man was
designed to be like God from the beginning. At creation God said, “Let us make man in
our image, after our likeness.” (Gen 1:26). Following Jesus does not mean we become
less human as we become more like God. In fact, the more that the Image of God is
restored in us, the more human we become. Jesus is fully God and fully man. He shows
us what it means to be human.
Christlikeness Is Fully Realized Humanity
Genesis 1:26-27 states that God created man in “his own image” and “likeness.”
The most obvious meaning of these verses would seem to be that man’s physical body
looks like God, but the Bible indicates elsewhere that God is spirit, does not have a body,
and is invisible (John 4:24; cf. Luke 24:39; see also Deut 4:15; 1 Tim 1:17). So, if our
bodies are not the image of God, in what ways are we like him? This question has been
much debated, but the text itself points towards several possibilities.
In view of the plurality of God’s nature, mankind was created male and female
(Gen 1:27). Just as the Godhead consists of distinct beings who are One, so through
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marriage a man and a woman become one flesh (Gen 2:24). The love that exists between
the members of the Trinity is reflected in the love that exists between humans and
especially in the marriage relationship. Love is core to God’s nature and therefore core to
our nature as well.
In addition, to reflecting God’s love, the Image of God also means dominion. Just
as God created the earth, so Adam and Eve were to create something on earth. They were
supposed to “fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen 1:28). After God planted the Garden of
Eden, he placed man there “to work it and keep it” (Gen 2:15). Man’s work is to
cultivate, to safeguard and develop, the planet.
God exercises benevolent rule over the universe. In like manner humans are to
rule this small domain—the earth. In bearing the image of God, human beings are to
carry out God’s benevolent rule on earth through our work and through our families.
Caring for and working with animals, making works of art, building houses and
communities, gardening, and raising children are all activities involved in fulfilling
humanity’s purpose in being like God.
The Image of God, though corrupted by sin, is still present in fallen mankind (Gen
9:6), even though man’s dominion over the earth has been lost. The New Testament
speaks of salvation as involving the renewal of the Image of God (Col 3:10; Eph 4:24).
Adam was supposed to have been the ideal human specimen. In his work and
relationships, he was to be a model for all his descendants. After the fall, Adam had a son
in his own image (Gen 5:3), but Adam himself was the “son of God” (Luke 3:38). It was
God’s original intention that all human beings would be sons and daughters of God, but
this right was forfeited.
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Jesus is the Son of God that Adam was meant to be. He is the “last Adam” (1 Cor
15:45; cf. Rom 5:12-21) who becomes the new head of the human race. By uniting
humanity with divinity in himself, Jesus elevates humans to the place we were meant to
occupy in the created order and then takes us to an even more exalted version of what it
means to be human. When Paul describes Jesus as the “image of the invisible God, the
firstborn of all creation” (Col 1:15) he is saying something that could also have been said
of Adam. But Jesus is more than Adam because he is also God, for “by him all things
were created” (v. 16) and in him, as a human being, “all the fullness of God was pleased
to dwell” (v. 19). Jesus is God, but he is also the perfect embodiment of the Image of
God.
Furthermore, the title “Son of God” is a title that refers to a human being made in
the Image of God. It was Adam’s title. When the pre-incarnate Christ became human, he
became the Son of God. He is Immanuel, “God with us” (see Matt 1:23), and he bears the
titles “Son of God” and “Son of Man.” Adam lost dominion over the earth. Another
human being, Jesus Christ, has reclaimed dominion for the human race (Heb 2:6-11; cf.
Dan 7:14; Matt 11:27, 28:18; 1 Cor 15:27; Eph 1:22) and, as our brother (Heb 2:11) he is
“bringing many sons to glory” (Heb 2:10).
As human beings, it is our God-given purpose to exercise dominion on this planet.
This we will do by reigning with Christ in the future (2 Tim 2:11-12; Rev 3:21, 20:6).
Even now we are to be stewards of creation, working for the good of those around us.
Our work in this world, whether construction, banking, sanitation, or any number of other
possibilities, is to be done with excellence because we render service to God and to our
fellow man (see Prov 22:29; Eccl 9:10; Col 3:23; 1 Thess 4:9-12).
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Once again it is worth noting the huge implications of understanding
Christlikeness as not merely sinlessness, but fully realized humanity. To be fully human,
as was Jesus, is to be rigorously engaged in the life and culture of planet earth. As
stewards, disciples are to work for the good of those around us. This is accomplished not
only in overtly religious ways like evangelistic proclamation, but in the everyday ways
we contribute to society through paid work and unpaid work. It means caring about our
neighbors and neighborhoods. It is most certainly not about ascetic withdrawal from the
world.
We have seen that the purpose of discipleship is conformity to the image of
Christ. We are set free from sin in order to fulfill our creational purpose of reflecting the
Image of God on earth by loving and caring for creation. At this point in earth’s history—
a time in which creation groans under the weight of corruption—the purpose of God is to
liberate the creation from bondage (Rom 8:19-23). God’s heart of love moved him to
save humankind through Christ. As we are shaped in the Image of Christ, we share in his
love for the world around us and we respond to his missional call.
Mission: The Heart of Discipleship
How do evangelism and discipleship fit together? Many people equate
“discipleship training” with “evangelistic training,” but this way of describing things is
inaccurate and potentially harmful. As we have already seen, discipleship is much larger
than evangelism. If people think they become disciples by doing the work of an
evangelist, they run the risk of missing out on the full-bodied reality of apprenticeship to
Jesus. Discipleship and evangelism are not the same thing, however, evangelism is a
central task of discipleship because it is an outflow of Christlikeness. As disciples

25

become like Christ, they begin to experience his heart of love for the people around them
and they hear his call to work for the salvation of their fellowmen.
It was love that moved the Father to give his Son to save the world (John 3:16; cf.
Eph 2:4-5). It was Christ’s love that led him to give his life for lost people (John 10:11,
13:1, 15:13; Rom 5:7-8; 1 John 3:16). The mission of Christ while on earth was to serve
and save humanity (Matt 20:28) by proclaiming good news to the poor, giving freedom to
the oppressed, and sight to the blind (Luke 4:16-21). It is not surprising, therefore, that
when Jesus makes disciples and calls them to follow him, he calls them to be involved in
his mission to save lost people (Matt 4:19-20; Mark 1:17-18; Luke 5:10-11). The
teaching and healing ministry of Christ is to be carried on by his disciples and it is to flow
from a heart of love. As White (1892) puts it:
The spirit of Christ’s self-sacrificing love is the spirit that pervades heaven and is the
very essence of its bliss. This is the spirit that Christ’s followers will possess, the
work that they will do. . . . Love to Jesus will be manifested in a desire to work as He
worked for the blessing and uplifting of humanity. It will lead to love, tenderness, and
sympathy toward all the creatures of our heavenly Father’s care. (p. 77)
The call to mission is given in the Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20). Disciples
are to make other disciples throughout the world. As we seek to be disciples who make
disciples, it is vital that we know how to follow Christ in daily life. Jesus is alive and
actively leading his disciples. There are several practices that disciples may use to grow
in their relationship with Jesus.
Cultivation: The Practices of Discipleship
As we have seen, growth is the inevitable result of abiding in Jesus. What does
that look like in practical terms? The daily life of a disciple is one of cultivation,
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engaging in practices that help a disciple stay connected. The practices themselves are
worthless unless they result in connection with Christ. It is his presence that matters.
The practices of cultivation are sometimes viewed as the devotional life. It is
important to note, however, that the cultivation of discipleship is larger than a few
personal practices, and yet the devotional life is a key part of the disciples’ life. Every
circumstance of life can become a means of discipleship, a way by which Jesus shapes
disciples in his image.
It is essential that disciples learn to abide in Jesus as outlined in John 15. Practical
steps for abiding include: (1) intentionality, (2) communion, and (3) community. These
are tools that Jesus uses to shape us in his Image. Each one builds on and reinforces the
others.
Jesus asks us to be intentional about following him. There are no accidental
disciples. Our needs and desires must find their answer in Christ and we must give our
whole-hearted allegiance to him. Furthermore, it takes effort on our part to “abide”—to
remain connected to the vine (the word “abide” occurs 10 times in John 15:4-10). This
abiding may be thought of as communion or spending time with Jesus. There are many
ways in which the believer may commune with Jesus including Bible reading, prayer, and
worship. Finally, our relationship with Christ takes place in the context of community.
We need brothers and sisters in Christ to encourage us and hold us accountability in our
commitment to him.
Intentionality
The path of discipleship often begins with questions from Jesus. (For more about
Jesus’ use of questions see Copenhaver, 2014). When two disciples of John the Baptist
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followed Jesus near the Jordan River, Jesus turned and asked them, “What are you
seeking?” (John 1:38). This is a question that asks for a statement of intention. It is a
question designed to draw out the desires of the heart. Jesus gives the seeker freedom to
follow him or turn away. We see here an example of intentionality. Jesus asks disciples to
make a choice.
The two disciples following Jesus from the Jordan responded to his question with
one of their own: “Where are you staying?” And Jesus answered with an invitation.
“Come and you will see” (John 1:39). The invitation again provides room for the
intentions of the would-be disciples to be revealed. A choice must be made whether to
follow Jesus or not.
The initial invitation to follow Jesus is low commitment. The disciples are not yet
being asked to forsake their old way of life, only to investigate and spend time with Jesus.
The call, at each stage of commitment, always involves an invitation to personal time and
relationship with Jesus.
As the relationship progresses, the disciple is invited to deeper commitment.
During his earthly ministry Jesus intensified and clarified the call of discipleship with the
passing of time. He was not impressed by the large crowds following him and would not
allow them to impose their agenda on him (see John 6:15). Instead, at the peak of his
popularity, Jesus issued his radical call, insisting that he must have priority in the lives of
his disciples. Jesus urges his disciples to “count the cost” of following him (Luke 14:28),
to make an intentional choice and to act based on that choice.
The story of Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10) provides an example of how intentionality
manifests itself in an action—a practice—that helps a person see Jesus. Zacchaeus did
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what was necessary to see Jesus by climbing a tree. There was nothing meritorious about
climbing the tree. The important thing was that Zacchaeus climbed the tree from which
he could see Jesus. In like manner, there are various practices by which a disciple may
spend time with Jesus. These practices are sometimes called spiritual disciplines. They
are useful only insofar as they enable us to better see Jesus and be transformed by him.
Communion (Time with Jesus)
The Twelve had the rare privilege of physically walking with Jesus. They traveled
with him, listened to his teaching, and worked with him. Their education as disciples did
not happen in a classroom, but in all the circumstances of life as they spent time with the
Master. Later on, it was evident from their deeds that the disciples “had been with Jesus”
(Acts 4:13). Time with the Master Teacher is essential for a disciple.
For most believers throughout history, the privilege of the Twelve to physically
be with Jesus is not an option. How then do we spend time with Jesus? Although Jesus
has ascended to heaven, he is still present with his people through the Holy Spirit (John
14:16-18). Whereas Jesus physically dwelt among believers during his time on earth, the
Savior is now able to dwell inside of believers through the Holy Spirit (see Rom 8:9; 1
Cor 3:16).
As we have seen, Jesus talks about the intimate connection between himself and
his followers in John 15 using the parable of the vine and branches, “Abide in me, and I
in you” (v. 4). Reflecting this closeness, Paul describes Christians as those who “were
called into the fellowship” of Christ (1 Cor 1:9). Just because Jesus is no longer
physically present does not mean believers are cut off from him. The opportunity to
spend time with Jesus is available to all.
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Time with Jesus may take the form of practices like reading and meditating on
scripture, prayer, and worship. These helpful spiritual disciplines are methods by which
disciples learn to “abide” in Jesus.
Scripture
The Scriptures are an essential way by which believers remain connected to Jesus.
When Jesus talks about the importance of “abiding” in him in John 15 he links his
“word” to the process of abiding (see vv. 3 and 7). Allowing the teachings of Jesus to
penetrate and shape our lives is part of what it means to be connected to him. The early
believers were described as those who “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching”
(Acts 2:42). Before the Gospels were written down, the content of the Gospels was
regularly shared with the believers by the eyewitnesses. In this way the second generation
of disciples continued to spend time with Jesus. They recognized his presence with them
through the Holy Spirit and they regularly exposed themselves to his word. For modern
believers, the regular reading and digesting of Scripture is a way to remain connected to
Jesus.
Reading or hearing the scriptures read is essential but is not enough by itself. The
scriptures are supposed to be penetrate the mind and heart. This is accomplished through
reflection also known as meditation or contemplation. The Psalms are filled with
meditation language. Psalm 1 tells us that the blessed man does not focus his life on
sinners or their ways, “but his delight is in the law of the Lord, / and on his law he
meditates day and night” (v. 2). In the New Testament Paul urges Christians to think out
the implications of their beliefs, to meditate on the great realities of the gospel. In Rom
6:11 he commands disciples to “reckon” (λογίζεσθε) themselves dead to sin. He uses the
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same verb and verb form in Phil 4:8 when he tells believers, “whatever is true...think
about these things.” These verbs are in the imperative. We are commanded to think and
reflect on the truths of scripture and on noble subjects.
Prayer
The discipline of prayer is necessary for us to remain connected to God. White
(1892) asserts:
Prayer is the opening of the heart to God as to a friend. Not that it is necessary in
order to make known to God what we are, but in order to enable us to receive Him.
Prayer does not bring God down to us, but brings us up to Him. (p. 93)
It was the practice of Jesus to begin his day with prayer (see Mark 1:35) and
especially during times when he faced important decisions, Jesus was sure to set aside
time for prayer, sometimes spending the entire night in prayer (see Luke 6:12). Prayer is
so essential that Paul urges believers to remain in a constant attitude of prayer (1 Thess
5:17) and to experience the peace of God by presenting every worry and need to God
(Phil 4:6). Prayer is an obvious way by which believers maintain connection with Jesus
and spend time with him.
Worship
Corporate and private worship are essential practices for the disciple. Since
worship is a broad category that includes all of life—how we conduct ourselves and what
we do with our bodies (see Rom 12:1)—I will focus here on one aspect of worship that
should be part of both private and corporate worship: praise. As Hebrews puts it, we are
to “continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that
acknowledge his name” (12:15). Praise is primarily a verbal acknowledgment of who
God is that can overflow into many types of expression. Praise may be expressed through
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singing (Ps 47:7), with dancing (Ps 149:3), and with musical instruments (Pss 144:9,
150:3-5). The essence of praise, however, is to verbally declare God’s wonderful
attributes. As such, praise is complementary to the practice of meditation. As we
contemplate the goodness of God and realize how beautiful, loving, and powerful he is,
the most natural and necessary response is to praise him.
We are commanded to praise throughout the Bible. The word Hallelujah passed
into English from Greek which took it from Hebrew. It is a transliteration of the Hebrew
words for “praise the Lord.” The verb is in the second person plural and is an imperative.
It is a command during congregational worship to praise God. Praising God, even when
we do not feel like it, reminds us of who he is. It puts us in right relationship to him by
restoring him to his true size in our minds and reducing our problems to their true size as
well.
By intentionally choosing to follow Jesus and spend time with him through the
scriptures, in prayer, and in worship, the individual as able to interact with the living
Christ and be transformed by him. These disciplines are often thought of as solo
endeavors and are suitable for individual practice, but to ignore the communal aspect of
discipleship is a grave mistake. The patterns and practices of the Christian life are meant
to be lived out in the community of fellow disciples.
Community
The Twelve traveled with Jesus as a group. Their discipleship relationship with
Jesus was experienced in community with other disciples. The same dynamic plays out in
the book of Acts and throughout the rest of the New Testament. Disciples are connected
to each other.
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Because God is Triune and therefore relational, those made in his image are
relational beings—individuals who cannot survive in isolation from each other. In John
17 Jesus prays for his disciples that they may experience the same kind of unity that Jesus
experiences with the Father (v. 23). First John 4 develops the same idea. Because God is
love we are to love one another. As people made in the Image of God and being restored
to that image, we are called to love.
Throughout the epistles Christians are famously commanded to do various things
for “one another” because they are “members one of another,” part of a common body
(see Rom 12:5; Eph 4:25). There are more than 50 “one another” commands in the New
Testament. For example, believers are commanded to love, serve, admonish, be patient
with, forgive, speak the truth to, comfort, encourage, confess their faults to, and pray for
one another (John 13:34; Gal 5:13; Rom 15:14; Eph 4:2; Col 3:13; Eph 4:15; 1 Thess
4:18, 5:11; Jas 5:16). The most repeated command is to love one another (John 15:12;
Rom 13:8; 1 Thess 4:9; 1 Pet 1:22; 1 John 3:11; etc.).
The call to discipleship extends to the individual, but it is never intended for the
individual alone. Participation in the body of Christ is God’s plan for all disciples. It is in
connection with others that we grow and are built up (see Eph 4:15-16).
Following Jesus results in being transformed into his likeness. Growth in
Christlikeness occurs as disciples intentionally follow Jesus and abide in him. There are
various practices by which Christians maintain their connection with Christ. Chief among
these are the disciplines of reading and meditating on scripture, prayer, and worship.
These practices may be carried out by the individual but are also valuable in a corporate
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setting. The church, the fellowship of disciples, is an essential way by which disciples
stay in connection with Jesus.
Summary
Is discipleship required? Yes, to be a Christian is to be a disciple of Jesus. How
does growth take place in a disciple? Disciples experience inevitable growth when they
“abide” in Christ because his life flows through them and produces fruit in them. What is
the purpose of discipleship? To grow in Christlikeness is the purpose of discipleship and
of human life itself. How do evangelism and discipleship fit together? The love of Christ
in the heart motivates a disciple to help other people by sharing Jesus with them. What
role does the devotional life play in discipleship? The devotional life is one way by which
disciples cultivate their connection with Jesus. Disciples are abiding in Christ when they
intentionally follow him, when they utilize scripture, prayer, and worship to spend time in
his presence, and by fellowshipping with other believers.
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CHAPTER 3

DEVELOPING A CULTURE OF DISCIPLESHIP:
A LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
The biblical concept of discipleship was essential to Christian identity in the New
Testament. Every believer in Jesus was a disciple. In recent times, however, discipleship
is viewed as an optional advanced stage of Christianity by many believers. Hull (2006)
describes the common view within the Western Church as that of a “two-level Christian
experience in which only serious Christians pursue and practice discipleship, while grace
and forgiveness is enough for everyone else” (p. 124).
This review of literature takes a historical approach, seeking first to understand
the convoluted pathways by which discipleship came to be viewed as optional and then
exploring efforts by several post-Reformation authors and practitioners to reestablish the
essential nature of discipleship. The chapter finishes with a look at Adventist perspectives
on discipleship and the controversy over “spiritual formation” that poses a challenge to
Adventists embracing a theology of discipleship in which every believer is a disciple.
Two Paths for Christians: An Historical Overview of Discipleship
The idea that there could be a higher and lower path within Christianity goes back
to the second century. Church historian Bruce Shelley (1982/2008) points to the
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apocryphal text The Shepherd of Hermas as an early example of the idea of two paths for
Christians (p. 116). One way that early believers demonstrated their devotion to Christ
was through celibacy, a practice that set serious Christians apart from the rest. Church
Fathers who promoted the idea of a higher path include Tertullian, Origen, and Cyprian
(p. 117).
Generally, though, Christianity in the first few centuries meant high commitment
and thus a higher path for everyone. If there was bifurcation into a higher and lower path,
it was minimal at first. Christians had to take their faith seriously because they often
faced persecution within the Roman Empire. The first widespread persecution in which
many Christians denied the faith occurred under the Emperor Decius (reigned 249-251).
Renowned church historian Justo González (2010a) provides a succinct overview of the
aftermath (pp. 102-104). Decius had required his subjects to offer a sacrifice to the
Roman gods or face arrest, torture, and possibly death. As during previous persecutions,
some Christians refused and became martyrs who were venerated by the church. Other
faithful Christians were tortured and released. They became known as “confessors” and
were held in high esteem. Some Christians gave in to the pressure or renounced Christ
under torture. They became known as the “lapsed,” or fallen ones. Upon the death of
Decius many of the lapsed wanted to be readmitted as church members. The controversy
over whether and how to readmit the lapsed led to a complicated readmission procedure.
Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage, believed the lapsed could be readmitted to church
membership, but the process should not be an easy one. He aimed to uphold the church as
“a community of saints” where apostates had no place (p. 104). Lapsed Christians could
perform acts of penance in order to be readmitted to the church. The saints, who were
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thought to have accrued an excess of merit by their good deeds, could help lesser
Christians. These concepts would eventually become the basis for the unbiblical doctrines
of confession to a priest, penance, purgatory, the Treasury of Merit, and the sale of
Indulgences. For our purposes it is enough to note the glaring example of a separation
between serious Christians, the “saints,” and the common people.
The desire to follow Christ in radical ways led in short order to the popularity of
asceticism. Around 270 AD a young man named Anthony gave away his wealth and
moved to the Egyptian desert, becoming a hermit. He became known as Anthony the
Great. Many others followed his example, and the desert was soon filled with hermits and
their disciples. Collectively this group of hermits became known as the Desert Fathers.
The church historian Eusebius, who lived during the time of the hermits, spoke of “two
ways of life” for a Christian. One way was the “perfect life” and the other was
“permitted” (Guinness, 1998/2003, p. 32).
Following Constantine’s conversion and the legalization of Christianity in the
Empire, the divide between serious and regular Christians intensified. The church was
flooded with new members, many of whom lacked strong commitment to Christ. Shelley
(1982/2008) links the conversion of Constantine with the popularity of asceticism.
Whereas persecution had once served to ensure that only serious Christians remained in
the churches, with the conversion of Constantine all manner of people came in, some
motivated by their desire for power rather than their love of Christ. “The hermit often
fled, then, not so much from the world as from the world in the church” (p. 118).
In the early fourth century a former soldier named Pachomius established the first
Christian monastery. Whereas hermits lived on their own, Pachomius gathered a group of
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ascetics together and established a regulated common life. The monks ate and worshiped
together and had work to do. Dunn (2003) explains that the monasteries emphasized a
more practical and moderate life that was focused on service to others (p. 41). Monastic
orders like the Benedictines (founded in the sixth century) promoted physical as well as
mental labor and became nurseries for scholars, leaders, and missionaries.
The Lutheran pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer who wrote the most significant modern
book on discipleship, The Cost of Discipleship (1937/1963), saw pros and cons to the
monastic life. He asserted that monastics can be applauded for holding to a vision of
discipleship as something costly, requiring a whole-life commitment. Bonhoeffer points
out: “Here they left all they had for Christ’s sake, and endeavoured daily to practice his
rigorous commands. Thus monasticism became a living protest against the secularization
of Christianity and the cheapening of grace” (p. 49). At the same time Bonhoeffer is also
critical of monasticism for “limiting the application of the commandments of Jesus to a
restricted group of specialists” (pp. 49-50), in essence dividing Christianity into a higher
and lower path. He looks to Martin Luther as an exemplar who left the monastery in
obedience to the call of Christ. Rather than abandoning a higher path for a lower, Luther
recognized that there is only one path and it is that of wholehearted obedience to Christ in
every vocation and situation.1 Commenting on Luther’s stance, Bonhoeffer (1937/1963)
says,
Hitherto the Christian life had been the achievement of a few choice spirits under the
exceptionally favourable conditions of monasticism; now it is a duty laid on every
Christian living in the world. The commandment of Jesus must be accorded perfect
obedience in one’s daily vocation of life. (pp. 51-52)

1. For an excellent analysis of Luther’s theology of “holistic discipleship,” a discipleship which
flows out of justification and results in work done for the good of neighbor and society, see Padgett (2020).
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When Luther left the monastery and launched the Protestant Reformation, he
collapsed the two-fold path into a single path that all Christians walk. It is a path defined
by grace rather than human effort. As Dybdahl (2007, p. 6) explains, Luther embodied a
balanced approach to discipleship that upheld the doctrine of grace while also
recognizing the importance of human effort and devotion. After Luther’s death,
Lutheranism became characterized by a focus on orthodoxy and lost sight of heart
religion and the necessity of spiritual disciplines like prayer to heart religion. In spite of
reform efforts by some, Lutheranism forgot about the importance of discipleship. Instead
of two paths there was only one path and it was a path of non-discipleship. In his analysis
of this corruption of Lutheranism, Dietrich Bonhoeffer coined the term “cheap grace” to
describe the problem (1937/1963, p. 45).
The “Problem” of Grace
Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) was a Lutheran pastor and theologian who
opposed the Nazis during World War II and ultimately died in a German concentration
camp. His life story and legacy are ably presented by Eric Metaxas (2010). Bonhoeffer
wrote a number of influential works. The two best known in English are probably The
Cost of Discipleship (1937/1963), first published as Nachfolge in 1937 and Life Together
(1954), first released as Gemeinsames Leben in 1939.
In The Cost of Discipleship Bonhoeffer famously says, “Christianity without the
living Christ is inevitably Christianity without discipleship, and Christianity without
discipleship is always Christianity without Christ” (pp. 63-64). The major portion of the
book is an exposition of the Sermon on the Mount which Bonhoeffer sees as a description
of the life disciples are to live. It is not enough for disciples to hear and interpret and even
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“apply” the words of Jesus; it is essential that disciples obey them. Jesus does not intend
that his words be “discussed as an ideal, he really means us to get on with it” (p. 219).
While in no way minimizing the good news of grace, Bonhoeffer indicted
Lutherans and other Protestants of his day for latching on to Luther’s doctrine of
salvation by grace alone at the expense of discipleship. He calls grace without
discipleship “cheap grace” and asserts that “cheap grace has been the ruin of more
Christians than any commandment of works” (p. 59). Bonhoeffer is asserting that the
Protestant doctrine of grace has been misinterpreted to mean that it is possible to receive
the benefits of salvation without following Christ as a disciple.
The problem of cheap grace is not limited to Lutherans but has affected all of
Protestantism. Two examples of how cheap grace has affected evangelical thought and
method are the evangelistic method of “preaching for decisions” and the Lordship
Salvation debate of the 1980s. We will examine these in turn.
Decision-focused Preaching
Writing about the lack of discipleship in evangelicalism, Bill Hull (2016) points
the finger at prominent Christian evangelists like Charles Finney (1792-1875), Dwight L.
Moody (1837-1899), Billy Sunday (1862-1935), and Billy Graham (1918-2018) who
have, over the last 200 years, preached for decisions, ending their sermons with calls for
people to come forward to receive Christ. In other words, they have made conversion the
focus of their efforts rather than discipleship, giving people the impression that it is
possible to be saved without becoming disciples. By contrast, Hull relates that the earlier
evangelist George Whitefield (1714-1770) was once asked how many conversions
happened during a meeting of his and he answered, “I don’t know. We should know more
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in six months” (p. 30). Preaching for conversion is symptomatic of and perpetuates the
problem of cheap grace. When pastors and evangelists tell people that they have a ticket
to heaven simply by saying the sinner’s prayer, and do not go beyond that to talk about
the lifelong journey of discipleship, then grace has become a problem.
Dallas Willard (2010) focuses attention on American evangelical Christianity
since World War II and says the church lacks a theology of discipleship. He agrees with
Hull that Billy Graham and more recent evangelists have created a problem, focusing
their efforts on the lost and preaching merely for decisions. Instead of a concept of
salvation that includes discipleship, evangelicalism preaches “strictly a gospel of
forgiveness of sins and assurance of heaven after death upon profession of faith in Jesus
Christ” (p. 236). Furthermore, the emphasis of preaching and teaching within
evangelicalism is on getting Christians to believe the right things. Evangelism is focused
on “soul winning.” Discipleship, if it is talked about, focuses on making soul winners.
Such an approach to Christianity, of course, leaves people with great soul hungers and
floundering to know how to live their lives.
The Lordship Salvation Debate
The problem of cheap grace is further highlighted by the Lordship Salvation
debate which rocked the evangelical world in the 1980s after John MacArthur
(1988/2008) published The Gospel According to Jesus. Responding to the problem of
cheap grace in the church, MacArthur advocated for “Lordship Salvation,” a term
emphasizing the inseparability of salvation from surrender to Jesus as Lord. He asserts:
“Forsaking oneself for Christ’s sake is not an optional step of discipleship subsequent to
conversion: it is the sine qua non of saving faith” (p. 142).
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In opposition to MacArthur, a variety of theologians coalesced around an alternate
view which became known as “Free Grace.” Two organizations, The Grace Evangelical
Society, founded in 1986, and the Free Grace Alliance, founded in 2004, promote the
Free Grace viewpoint. The major work published in the immediate aftermath of
MacArthur’s book which presents the Free Grace viewpoint is Absolutely Free! A
Biblical Reply to Lordship Salvation by Zane Clark Hodges (1989). Hodges writes that
saving faith is simple belief in Christ. It does not involve “repentance, . . . surrender or
submission as a condition for eternal life” (p. 24). Hodges sees MacArthur as teaching a
false gospel that robs people of assurance. According to Free Grace teaching, it is
possible for someone who has once placed faith in Christ to fall away, fail to produce
fruit, and yet still have eternal life.
New Testament scholar Alan Stanley (2006) offers a critique of the Free Grace
viewpoint. He explains that Free Grace separates salvation and discipleship by positing
three classes of people: the unsaved, the uncommitted Christian, and the disciple (pp. 6364). Notice here again that we have a two-tier approach to Christianity. There is the
“carnal” Christian who is saved but is not transformed and there is the disciple who is
being sanctified. The call to discipleship is seen as a second call given only to those who
have already accepted the gift of eternal life. The status of “Christian” is obtained by faith
alone in Christ alone. The status of “disciple” is obtained by works. Free Grace
theologians teach that discipleship is an important and expected part of the Christian life,
but it is optional. A life of obedience results in a better life in the present as well as in the
hereafter, but discipleship is not required for salvation. Carnal believers “can anticipate
severe judgment, divine discipline, loss of reward, but not loss of salvation” (p. 66). At
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the final judgment when believers are judged according to their works (Matt 16:27; 2 Cor
5:10; Rev 22:12), the issue is not salvation but “reward status” (p. 67).
The major players in the Lordship Salvation debate are Calvinists who believe
that salvation, once received, cannot be lost. Seventh-day Adventists, though Arminian in
theology, can find much to appreciate about the debate. Adventist perspectives on
salvation and discipleship will be explored later in this chapter.
So far, we have seen that a higher and lower path developed in early Christianity
between “saints” and common people. This divide was amplified by monasticism. Martin
Luther sought to bring an end to the idea of an advanced path for elite Christians by
teaching that all Christians are saved by grace. Many Protestants, however, have taken
the doctrine of grace to mean that discipleship is optional and are thereby unintentionally
teaching that there are two paths: the path of grace for everyone and the optional path of
discipleship for those who follow Jesus. It is worth examining some of the reform efforts
that have sought to bring Protestants back to seeing the essential nature of discipleship.
Discipleship after the Reformation
There have been multiple movements within Protestantism seeking to emphasize
the importance of discipleship. Anabaptists, Puritans, Pietists, and Methodists are
examples of movements which sought to apply a high standard to the Christian life.
Anabaptists
In the early days, the radical wing of the Reformation became known as the
Anabaptists. Although lacking cohesiveness as a movement, Anabaptists were
distinguished by their desire to get back to the Bible and to dissociate themselves from
formal religious structures. The Schleitheim Confession (1527) provides insights into
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their beliefs and practices. Known for practicing adult baptism, Anabaptists believed that
Christianity was meant to be experiential. Pilli (2015) explains that discipleship was a
central feature of Anabaptist belief. In the Anabaptist vision, Christianity is much more
than doctrinal belief or subjective experience. It includes “being faithful to the model
found in Christ and strengthened by the relationship with him” (p. 55).
Such a vision led Anabaptists to a pacifist stance, a communal or congregational
approach to life and church discipline, separation of church and state, and a refusal to
swear oaths (based on Matt 5:34-35). Mennonites, Hutterites, Quakers, Baptists and
others trace their roots to the Anabaptists. In a pattern that is often repeated in Christian
history, the Anabaptists movement lost sight of grace and became mired in legalism that
was only broken by revival (Shelley, 1982/2008, p. 254).
Puritans
In England the Puritans, like the Anabaptists, wanted to return to the Bible and
emphasized the importance of personal religion and moral reforms like Sabbath keeping.
The Church of England was ruled by the crown and by bishops, many of whom seemed
interested in worldly power rather than following Christ. The Puritans held a biblical
view of discipleship that equated Christianity with wholehearted devotion to Christ. In
communities established by Puritans, leaders sought to limit church membership to those
who were truly converted. Unlike the Anabaptists, Puritans did not believe in separation
of church and state. A notable attempt by Puritans to establish a Christian society on earth
is the Massachusetts Bay Colony, which, according to E. S. Morgan (1958), was an
attempt “to show the world a community where the laws of God were followed by church
and state—as nearly as fallible human beings could follow them” (p. 180).

44

Pietists
Philip Spener (1635-1705) launched a movement known as “pietism” to
counteract the spiritual and moral decline he observed in the Lutheran city of Frankfurt.
Spener promoted small groups which he called “colleges of piety” and called all
Christians (clergy and laity alike) to personal Bible study, heart religion, and
sanctification (González, 2010b, p. 260). Pietism was a major influence on John Wesley.
Methodists
The Methodist movement, founded by John Wesley (1703-1791), is perhaps the
most significant attempt to reclaim discipleship as the necessary privilege of every
Christian. John Wesley’s early years were shaped by a desire to be a disciple, but he
lacked assurance and peace with God. He was rigorous in his devotion and was involved
in a small group at Oxford known as the “Holy Club,” but he had not grasped the
significance of grace. In 1738 at a small Christian gathering on Aldersgate Street in
London, Wesley finally understood the grace of God and experienced the heart-warming
assurance that God loved him. Wesley did not abandon the idea of holiness after grasping
grace. In his subsequent ministry he designed a rigorous small group program designed to
promote spiritual growth, believing that “holiness was necessarily social and was best
nurtured in accountable Christian community” (Watson, 2012, p. 86).
Wesley’s plan for discipleship involved full participation in the local (Anglican)
church as well as midweek meetings. According to Whidden (2016), Methodist
discipleship was full-bodied and involved “personal salvation and character
transformation, local church attendance and the celebration of the sacraments” in addition
to midweek meetings of the various Wesleyan Societies (p. 57). The midweek meetings
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were actually a system of “interlocking groups” designed to address different needs. They
were known as the society, the class meeting, the band, the select society, and the
penitent band. It is worth examining this organizational structure further.
The society was the largest gathering and consisted of all the Methodists in a
geographical area. They met regularly for instruction. Henderson (1997/2016) calls this
group the “Cognitive Mode” because it focused mainly on intellectual learning.
The class meeting was “the most influential instructional unit in Methodism”
(Henderson, 1997/2016, p. 91). Everyone who belonged to a Methodist society was
expected to be part of a class, which was “an intimate group of ten or twelve people who
met weekly for personal supervision of their spiritual growth” (p. 93). This group
Henderson calls the “Behavioral Mode.”
The band was an optional smaller group containing about five people of the same
gender, age, and stage in life. It was Wesley’s favorite of the groupings. “The group
environment was one of ruthless honesty and frank openness, in which its member [sic]
sought to improve their attitudes, emotions, feelings, intentions, and affections.”
(Henderson, 1997/2016, p. 110). Henderson calls it the “Affective Mode.”
The Select Society appears to have been a group of leaders that Wesley pulled
around himself, something like an executive committee. Henderson calls this group the
“Training Mode.”
Finally, there were the penitent bands, designed for those dealing with alcoholism
or other problems that made it difficult for them to participate in the other groups, with
the aim that they would be restored to a level of functioning within mainstream society.
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Henderson suggests that the penitent band was similar to Alcoholics Anonymous and
calls this the “Rehabilitative Mode.”
Wesley’s theology influenced his approach to discipleship. Wesley was Arminian
in his soteriology and therefore emphasized God’s saving initiative (prevenient grace),
universal election and free will, and the importance of human response to God’s grace.
Whidden (2016) sums up Wesley’s central theme as “sinners are pardoned in order to
participate” (p. 54).
As the foregoing history illustrates, many Christians since the Reformation have
sought to advance Luther’s vision of discipleship being integral to Christianity. They
have put into practice the notion that there is only one path for all Christians, and it is the
path of discipleship. But this history also reminds us that Christianity has a difficult time
retaining a balanced perspective of discipleship. Obedience to Christ is always at risk of
degenerating into legalism. The wonder of God’s grace can become a handy excuse for
those who wish to ignore Christ’s commands. Each generation must reclaim the truth of
discipleship for itself.
Reclaiming Discipleship: Selected Evangelical
Authors of the Last 40 Years
The last 40 years have seen a renewed focus on discipleship within
evangelicalism. We turn now to several selected thinkers of the late 20th century onward
who call for wholehearted and whole-life discipleship. Each of the authors below brings a
unique emphasis, but all are in agreement that discipleship has been neglected and needs
to be rediscovered. We will look at the following authors: Michael J. Wilkins, Dallas
Willard, Bill Hull, and James K. A. Smith.
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Michael J. Wilkins (1949- )
Michael J. Wilkins has probably done more than anybody else in evangelicalism
to develop a robust theology of discipleship. He is the former Dean of the Faculty at
Talbot School of Theology, Biola University. His doctoral dissertation at Fuller, The
Concept of Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel as Reflected in the Use of the Term Mathetes
(1986) is a solid and technical exposition of biblical discipleship. Wilkins sees the Gospel
of Matthew as “a manual on discipleship” for the church throughout history. He describes
the Twelve Disciples as “realistic examples of discipleship” and Peter as a “personalized
example” of discipleship (p. v) that all disciples can learn from.
Wilkins’ subsequent work, Following the Master: Discipleship in the Steps of
Jesus (1992) is probably the best single volume available on the theology of discipleship.
It covers some of the same territory as his doctoral dissertation but widens the scope of
inquiry. In addition to exploring the historical background and the biblical teaching about
discipleship, Wilkins grapples with various controversies affecting discipleship studies.
He touches on the Lordship Salvation Debate and spends time exploring the relationship
between salvation and discipleship.
The final of Wilkins’ three books on discipleship is In His Image: Reflecting
Christ in Everyday Life (1997). It is a more accessible and practical presentation of
discipleship than the previous volumes with chapters about embracing one’s new identity
in Christ, the importance of community to discipleship and how the local church is to
equip families in their disciple-making endeavors. He concludes by saying, “Discipleship
is walking with Jesus in the real world. And the real world is wherever God has placed
you to live—living your life the way he intended it to be lived” (p. 199).
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Dallas Willard (1935-2013)
Dallas Willard was a professional philosopher and spent most of his career
teaching philosophy at The University of Southern California in Los Angeles. In his
numerous books and talks about Christian discipleship, Willard calls forcefully for the
reclamation of discipleship by evangelicals. His first book on discipleship is The Spirit of
the Disciplines (1990). In it Willard contends that God’s grace and the presence of the
Holy Spirit empower the believer but do not take away the necessity of hard work in the
process of being transformed into the likeness of Jesus (see p. 121). He argues that
asceticism, though abused by monks and others through the ages, is the way of Christ and
of those who choose to follow Christ (pp. 141ff). True asceticism is not done to earn
merit, but as training for spiritual strength. Recognizing the intimate connection between
the human body and the human spirit, Willard says that spiritual growth is like any other
human endeavor. It requires training and preparation. The training for the spiritual life
includes spiritual disciplines of abstinence like solitude, silence, fasting, frugality,
chastity, secrecy, and sacrifice as well as disciples of engagement like study, worship,
celebration, service, prayer, fellowship, confession, and submission (p. 158). Jesus
himself practiced these disciplines to cultivate spiritual strength. As followers of Jesus,
we should not expect to have spiritual strength without training for it as Jesus did.
Other major works on discipleship by Willard are The Divine Conspiracy (1998)
and The Great Omission: Reclaiming Jesus’ Essential Teachings on Discipleship (2006).
Conspiracy is mainly an exposition of the Sermon on the Mount as a description of the
good life, the life of discipleship. In Omission Willard directly addresses the issue of non-
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discipleship in the church. He makes the case for discipleship being equivalent to the
Christian life and defines discipleship as apprenticeship to Jesus.
Bill Hull (1946- )
Bill Hull, a pastor who is now president of The Bonhoeffer Project (tagline: “All
who are called to salvation are called to discipleship, no exceptions, no excuses”) has
been writing about discipleship for nearly 40 years. His early works, like Robert
Coleman’s Master Plan of Evangelism (1963/2010), come from the angle of
evangelism—the call to make disciples. Hull is systematic and dogged in his
determination to see the church reclaim a vision for discipleship.
Hull’s first book, Jesus Christ, Disciplemaker (1984), examines the process Jesus
used in making disciples. Hull sees the process as involving four stages: (1) Come and
See, (2) Come and Follow Me, (3) Come and Be with Me, and (4) Remain in Me. Instead
of focusing on the personal call to discipleship, the early Hull is focused on the church as
a disciple-making agency and Christians as disciple-makers. The challenge with such an
approach is that it sometimes assumes too much about the capabilities of the average
Christian or pastor who does not yet view him or herself as a disciple.
In his subsequent book, The Disciple-making Pastor (1988/2007) Hull writes:
I maintain that the Evangelical church is weak, self-indulgent, and superficial, that it
has been thoroughly discipled by its culture…. Furthermore, I believe the crisis of the
church is one of product, the kind of people being produced. I propose the solution to
be obedience to Christ’s commission to “make disciples,” to teach Christians to obey
everything Christ commanded. (p. 23)
In this book and the one that followed it, The Disciple-making Church (1990/2010), Hull
attempts to offer practical steps for pastors and others to shift the church in the direction
of discipleship, i.e. to refocus on the making of disciples. Hull’s early works are dated
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and incomplete when placed alongside more recent works on discipleship, but they are
significant for moving the conversation forward and for refocusing evangelism to include
discipleship.
With the publication of The Complete Book of Discipleship (2006), Bill Hull
presents a more mature and encompassing vision of discipleship. The subtitle says it well,
“On being and making followers of Christ.” I believe it is one of the best single volumes
on discipleship because it combines a powerful theoretical framework with a wealth of
practical ideas.
Most recently Hull released Conversion & Discipleship (2016) in which he relates
how Dallas Willard had a powerful influence on him. Hull had already published his first
three discipleship books when he read Willard stating that the present-day evangelical
church lacks a theology of discipleship and that the church has wrongly separated
conversion from discipleship. Hull recognized that he had not addressed this wrong in his
earlier books. His 2016 book addresses the problem head on.
James K. A. Smith (1970- )
James K. A. Smith is a professor of philosophy at Calvin College and has written
several books that connect to the subject of discipleship. He does not seem to have a
well-developed theology of discipleship and his work is diminished as a result, but he
does offer a unique perspective that provides a complement to the work of Dallas Willard
and others about the importance of formation within discipleship.
You Are What You Love: The Spiritual Power of Habit (2016) is the most
accessible of Smith’s works and it also provides a thorough overview of his thinking
about discipleship. It is an adaptation and expansion of an earlier work, volume one of his

51

three volume “Cultural Liturgies” series, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview,
and Cultural Formation (2009). Whereas Desiring the Kingdom is aimed at the context
of the Christian University and is focused on education, You Are What You Love is aimed
at a more general audience.
At the heart of Smith’s view is his compelling contention that modernism
overemphasizes the power of thinking and underemphasize the power of human desires.
According to Smith, we are not merely “thinking beings” (p. 3) who experience growth
and transformation by acquiring more knowledge, but, as the title of his book states, we
are beings shaped and defined by what we love:
Our wants and longings and desires are at the core of our identity, the wellspring from
which our actions and behavior flow. Our wants reverberate from our heart, the
epicenter of the human person. Thus Scripture counsels, “Above all else, guard your
heart, for everything you do flows from it” (Prov. 4:23). Discipleship, we might say,
is a way to curate your heart, to be attentive to and intentional about what you love.
(p. 2)
Smith argues that thinking correctly is important, but thinking does not change
behavior. In order to experience change, we must refocus our loves. How to do this?
Smith makes the case for seeing love as a habit—something that must be practiced and
shaped through practices. He defines discipleship, therefore as “a rehabituation of your
loves” (p. 31). This is an unfortunate definition because it misses the larger point that
discipleship is apprenticeship to Jesus. We cannot rehabituate our desires properly
without Jesus. But the point Smith makes is nonetheless a powerful one. Discipleship to
Jesus must be seen as something more than an intellectual exercise; it is also about the
habits of life that shape and form the person.
Smith’s emphasis on habits is similar to Willard’s approach. They both recognize
the powerful way in which practices shape life. Where Willard highlights the role of
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spiritual disciplines in character formation, Smith emphasizes the church—and especially
the act of corporate worship—as the place where discipleship happens, the place “where
God invites us to renew our loves, reorient our desires, and retrain our appetites” (p. 88).
Willard and Smith emphasize spiritual disciplines and the liturgy of worship
because these are ways by which we engage our bodies in practices that affect our hearts.
This is a step in the direction of a wholistic view of human beings, something that is key
to an Adventist perspective on discipleship. It is the Adventist view that we will explore
next.
Adventist Perspectives on Discipleship
The Seventh-day Adventist Church has roots that go back to John Wesley’s
Methodism. Our soteriology is Arminian and we emphasize sanctification (see Whidden,
2005). Like many movements throughout history that have called Christians to obedience
to Christ, the Adventist Church has a painful history of losing sight of grace and
struggling to find it again. With an emphasis on the Fourth Commandment, Adventists
have always taught the importance of keeping God’s law. Famously, A. T. Jones and E. J.
Waggoner brought the beautiful truth of “Christ Our Righteousness” to the delegates at
the General Conference session in 1888 when the denomination had become “as dry as
the hills of Gilboa” by focusing on the law instead of Jesus (White, 1890, para. 13).
Grace had to be rediscovered and reclaimed. The problem is that many Adventists, like
other evangelicals, have lost sight of discipleship in the process (see Dybdahl, 2007).
Ellen White, one of the founders of the Seventh-day Adventist Church who is
believed by many Adventists to have had the prophetic gift, upheld a balanced view of
grace and discipleship. Unlike the “Free Grace” side of the Lordship Salvation debate,
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Ellen White taught that repentance is not optional to salvation. Whidden (1995, p. 106)
surveyed Ellen White’s writings about salvation and points out her frequent emphasis of
the fact that we are saved from our sins, not in our sins.
A distinguishing characteristic of the Seventh-day Adventist Church is its
emphasis on the whole person. Adventist theology teaches that humans are indivisible
beings. The soul cannot exist apart from the body (see Fundamental Belief 26). Since
Ellen White’s first health reform vision in 1863, Adventists have emphasized the
importance of physical health to discipleship and have established healthcare institutions
along with schools and churches. Discipleship encompasses the body, mind, and spirit.
Kathy Beagles, retired Professor of Religious Education at Andrews University, points
out, in an interview, that the Adventist understanding of the unity of human beings
informs Adventist spirituality:
Spiritual transformation has to do with all of me—not just some invisible part of me I
call my spirit. When Jesus tells us that he sends the Holy Spirit to live in us, the
condition of our minds and of our bodies suddenly becomes important to our ability
to be a temple for the Holy Spirit. What I feed my body, like what I feed my mind,
has a great impact on my relationship with God. This understanding isn’t shared by
almost [sic] other Protestants. (As cited in Knott, 2011)
Scant attention has been paid by Adventist scholars to discipleship. Fortunately
that is beginning to change. Two influential pioneers calling attention to discipleship
from within Adventism are Philip G. Samaan and Jon L. Dybdahl. We will now examine
their contributions and finish this section with an excursus on “spiritual formation,”
which has been a controversial term and an obstacle to discipleship discussions within
Adventism.
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Philip G. Samaan (1949- )
Philip G. Samaan, most recently a professor at Southern Adventist University,
provides an example of the Adventist perspective on discipleship. Samaan has written a
series of books based on the example of Jesus. By focusing on Jesus and calling
Christians to learn from him, Samaan avoids many pitfalls. As Samaan explains, his aim
is “to focus our attention on the Master himself rather than on any other method,
individual, or institution” (1999, p. 9). The first in the series is Christ’s Way of Reaching
People (1990) and is focused on personal evangelism. The second book, Christ’s Way to
Spiritual Growth (1995), is focused on spiritual formation and includes an extended
treatment of physical health and discipleship. The third book is Christ’s Way of Making
Disciples (1999).
Most notable in this trio is the second book. As Samaan himself points out
regarding Christ’s Way to Spiritual Growth, it was “imperative” that he write a book
about spiritual growth because “it is the bedrock of witnessing, disciple-making, and any
other service in Christ’s cause. Our duty to Christ must always issue from our devotion to
Christ” (1999, p. 9).
In the first half of the book about spiritual growth Samaan provides a framework
for the pursuit of Christlikeness and addresses spiritual disciplines like solitude, prayer,
and Bible study. Samaan ends the book by talking about intercessory prayer including a
short excursus on fasting. A major portion of the second half of the book deals with the
wholistic nature of health. Samaan spends several chapters unpacking the NEWSTART
acronym popularized by Weimar Institute. NEWSTART stands for Nutrition, Exercise,
Water, Sunlight, Temperance, Air, Rest, and Trust (in Divine Power). He says, “true
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spirituality takes into serious account the total aspect of our health—the physical, the
mental, and the spiritual” (p. 171).
It is evident that Samaan has a personal experience of discipleship with Jesus, but
his books stick mainly to the standard Adventists framework of doctrine and lifestyle. He
calls people to greater activity in sharing their faith and he talks about the devotional life
of Jesus and does so with richness and depth. He does not call attention to the struggle
that many Adventists have with a cognitive faith that fails to affect their lives.
Jon L. Dybdahl (1942- )
One Adventist author who does address the struggle is Jon L. Dybdahl, retired
president of Walla Walla University and a leading Adventist scholar of world missions.
In his book Hunger (2007) Dybdahl shares his experience of being a missionary and
teaching people about God but realizing that he did not have assurance of God’s love or a
personal sense of closeness to God. His hunger for God led him on a quest in which he
discovered devotional theology and the practice of spiritual disciplines.
Dybdahl writes persuasively of the need for Christians to have devotional
theology as well as moral and doctrinal theology. At the core of devotional theology is
worship, something that is often neglected because many evangelical Christians place
evangelism or mission at the center of life. (p. 14). Starting with an exploration of
worship, Dybdahl moves on to talk about the importance of repentance, confession and
forgiveness, prayer and meditation, community, and several other spiritual disciplines.
Controversy Over Spiritual Formation
Some of the spiritual disciplines that Jon Dybdahl recommends are breath prayer
and centering prayer. These practices and a few others which he promotes have been seen
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by some as mystical practices imported into Christianity from Eastern religions. I do not
believe Dybdahl is taking his eyes off Christ and scripture when he promotes these
practices. His intent is not to bring in dangerous practices. But he has been criticized for
using these terms and concepts, as have other Adventist pastors and teachers who
promote “spiritual formation.”
Adventists who are wary of mysticism creeping into the church rely on certain
evangelical authors like Ray Yungen whose book, A Time of Departing: How Ancient
Mystical Practices Are Uniting Christians with the World’s Religions (2002/2006),
attempts to expose the dangers of mysticism within Christianity.
Within the Seventh-day Adventist Church, Dybdahl and several others have been
accused of recommending unsafe practices. As an example, Peth (2012) wrote The
Dangers of Contemplative Prayer to warn people away from practices that are
incompatible with Christianity. Peth makes some important points, but the unfortunate
result of his work is to scare Adventists away from pursuing a life of spiritual growth.
The August 2012 issue of Ministry Magazine, the journal for Adventist clergy,
featured several articles on biblical spirituality. In the editorial, Derek Morris writes of
his experience with the “spiritual formation” movement in the 1980s and his teaching a
college class called “Spiritual Formation.” I was a student in Morris’ class in the early
1990s when Morris was using Richard Foster’s book Celebration of Discipline
(1978/1988) as a textbook. Morris confesses that he was “somewhat careless and naïve”
in his embrace of the spiritual formation movement. He states: “I soon realized that not
everything promoted under the umbrella of spiritual formation was Christian or in
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harmony with the Scriptures” (Morris, 2012, p. 5). Morris later changed the name of the
class to “Christian Spirituality.”
Mark Finley’s cover article makes the biblical case for Christian meditation (also
known as contemplation) and contrasts it with types of prayer like centering prayer and
contemplative prayer which he says involve emptying the mind, seeking to get in touch
with the point of nothingness within us.
Christian meditation does not seek to empty the mind but seeks to fill the mind. It
does not seek oneness with a mystical god within, but seeks to understand more
deeply the nature of God who created and redeemed us, and we then more fully
reflect his character. (Finley, 2012, p. 8)
Finley goes on to argue that looking to the Desert Fathers and other monks who
lived in isolation and focused on contemplation more than service is foolish. The Desert
Fathers are unreliable guides because they neglected ministry. “True genuine spirituality
involves both a relationship with God and loving service to God’s children and can never
be truly lived by choosing to live a life of isolation” (Finley, 2012, p. 9). Finley’s critique
of the Desert Fathers is well deserved. They lived isolated lives largely devoid of work
and service. Monasteries, on the other hand, were places of active work. Monks and nuns
often cared for the poor and taught the scriptures to people in their communities. Finley’s
criticisms of monks are misplaced, but monasteries present other problems for the church
and for discipleship, as Bonhoeffer and others have pointed out.
Cork (2011) makes the case for a “spiritual formation” that is uniquely Adventist,
rooted in our communal faith and practices like Sabbath observance. With our emphasis
on the wholistic nature of human beings, Adventists are well positioned to champion
wholehearted and whole-life discipleship. Building on the legacy of John Wesley, we
have a theology that is highly compatible with the reclamation of discipleship as the
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privilege of all. Two major challenges we face: (1) the age-old struggle to keep the grace
of God front and center without dismissing obedience in the process, and (2) the
necessity of getting beyond the controversy over spiritual formation by acknowledging
the pitfalls of certain practices but embracing the many other beneficial practices that
promote spiritual growth.
There are encouraging signs that the Adventist Church is beginning to move
beyond the controversy. Since 2010 the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary at
Andrews University has offered a Doctor of Ministry concentration in Discipleship &
Biblical Spirituality. One of the students in the first cohort was Tara VinCross who
developed a 12-week discipleship curriculum that is explained in her 2020 book Deep
Calling: On Being and Growing Disciples. VinCross provides what may be the best
explanation of discipleship from an Adventist perspective to date. Her curriculum is
designed to be used by a group of 12-16 people who commit to a 12-week process
together. Each person is paired with a spiritual companion of the same gender and each
pair is connected with another pair to form groups of four people. The 12-week process
begins and ends with a day-long retreat. During each of the twelve weeks the group meets
for a two-hour meeting.
Another Adventist author writing about discipleship is S. Joseph Kidder,
Professor of Pastoral Theology & Discipleship at the Seminary. His 2011 book The Big
Four is about church growth, but it contains some material about discipleship. From his
research into the factors that characterize healthy and growing Adventist churches in
North America, Kidder concludes that one of the four common elements is “passionate
and authentic spirituality” (p. 13). He explores spirituality in a couple of the book’s
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chapters and offers a helpful picture of discipleship which he calls “The Jesus-centered
Life” (p. 70). Kidder’s more recent 2019 book Journey to the Heart of God is a more
expansive look at spirituality and discipleship. The book presents spiritual disciples like
worship, prayer, and Bible study as practices which draw us closer to God and result in
life transformation.
Summary
This chapter began by exploring the history of two paths within Christianity: a
higher path for serious-minded Christians, and a lower path for the common people. Such
a distortion of Christianity meant the loss of discipleship as a central component of the
faith. Martin Luther, among other reforms, called the church back to a single path for all
Christians: whole-life devotion to Christ.
Central to the Protestant Reformation was the doctrine of grace. Humans cannot
save themselves by their own efforts. But grace, which must always claim priority, has
often been used as an excuse for non-discipleship. Prominent Protestant evangelists of the
last 200 years have told people all they have to do is believe and they will be saved.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer labelled this unfortunate teaching “cheap grace” and called the
church back to costly discipleship. The struggle over the cheapening of grace was
illustrated in the 1980s by the Lordship Salvation debate.
Drawing on a rich history of post-Reformation discipleship movements like the
Anabaptists, Puritans, Pietists, and Methodists, modern evangelicals are making strides
towards reclaiming discipleship. Within the last 40 years a surge in discipleship studies
has helped to develop a robust theology of discipleship that again emphasizes the
wholehearted, whole-life nature of following Jesus.
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Seventh-day Adventists have much in common with our evangelical brothers and
sisters. Our soteriology has roots in Methodism. As such we emphasize the inseparability
of body, mind, and spirit in discipleship. If we can keep a balanced perspective on grace
and human effort and be willing to engage in practices (disciplines and liturgies) that
promote holiness, we will be able to promote discipleship with greater success.
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CHAPTER 4

GETTING INTENTIONAL ABOUT GROWTH: A
DESCRIPTION OF THE PROCESS CHOSEN
FOR DEVELOPING A CULTURE
OF DISCIPLESHIP
Introduction
In my role as pastor of the University City Seventh-day Adventist Church, I
sought to develop and implement a discipleship plan within the local church to help
people become intentional about following Jesus and to thereby begin establishing a
culture of discipleship in the church. While studying the scriptures and other writings to
learn more about discipleship, as described in the previous chapters, I was also thinking
of my ministry context. I engaged in prayerful reflection regarding my own experiences
of discipleship as well as the specific needs of my church members. Taking my learnings
from the theological reflection and literature review and combining them with
observations about my context allowed me to begin developing a plan for an intervention
at my local church.
It was in mid-2017 that I settled on the idea of a discipleship project for the
University City Church after realizing that discipleship was a significant need of the
church. The plan grew and changed over the course of two years as I studied and talked
with people around me, especially my church leaders. The input of people within my
ministry context allowed me to refine the plan until it was ready to implement. The
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implementation of the plan will be described in Chapter 5. This chapter provides an
overview of the process I used to develop the intervention.
The process for developing the intervention is explored in four sections. The first
section describes my own discipleship journey, local ministry context, and how I came to
see the need for discipleship there. The second explains how I processed my learnings
from the theological reflection and literature review in light of my context. The third
section outlines the nuts and bolts of the intervention design. The final section explains
the research methodology and protocol I used to test the effectiveness of the intervention.
Understanding the Ministry Context
Bringing the eternal truth of God’s Word to bear in a specific situation is the
never-ending work of all Christians and especially Christian leaders. To develop an
effective intervention, it was necessary for me to know my people and to know myself.
The context in which the project was developed is a local church, but it necessarily
included the researcher himself. The varied histories and personalities of the context all
factored into the design of the project.
My Personal Experience as a Disciple
I have been the pastor of the University City Church since May 2012. I grew up in
a Seventh-day Adventist home and felt called to pastoral ministry during my teenage
years. I took ministerial training in college and have been working as a pastor since 1998.
At times I have resisted the call and have wanted to pursue my own ambitions rather than
follow Jesus, but, like Peter, I have had to admit that there is nowhere else I would rather
go (see John 6:68). Only in Jesus is there life and peace. I truly do want to follow him,
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and as I realize how good it is to be with him, I want to share the same blessing with
people around me.
Innumerable factors have shaped my spiritual development, chief among them
God’s patience in drawing my heart and mind into an ever deeper understanding of his
love in Christ Jesus. The three strands of my discipleship journey that were most
significant to the development of this intervention were (1) my desire for personal
growth, (2) my personal experiments in cultivating my own spiritual life, and (3) the
realization that discipleship does not merely affect a narrow slice of life but is allencompassing and wholistic. We will briefly explore these three factors in turn.
A Desire for Growth
I have always wanted to grow and improve. Oftentimes this desire for growth has
been intertwined with selfish ambition. I have wanted to be the best, to know the most, to
achieve the greatest for my own glory. But the desire for growth is also something that
God has used to draw me into his purposes for my life. He wants to grow me in the
likeness of Jesus for his glory. As Jesus reveals the immaturity and sin in my life, I am
motivated by his grace to be better and to do better.
Our desires shape us far more than the knowledge we have in our heads (see the
subsection in Chapter 3 dealing with James K. A. Smith for more about this). My sense
of coming up short in life and the resulting desire for personal improvement has been an
onramp for discipleship. The desire to grow has made me willing to seek help. It has
driven me to Jesus.
Our culture recognizes the imperative of growth. We expect all children to go to
school, to learn to read, to achieve great things. There is increasing recognition that

64

learning should continue over a lifetime and that it must be wholistic. For instance, in the
literature designed for businesspeople who want to grow in their capacity as leaders, there
is a growing emphasis on wholism. An effective leader is not only skilled on the job, but
has a balanced life that includes time for family and personal growth (see for example
Hyatt & Miller, 2021). It is not enough to be healthy in one area of life.
As I looked at my effectiveness as a pastor, I began to recognize how weaknesses
in some areas of life were sabotaging my effectiveness in other areas. One of the areas in
which I have struggled is time management. A few years ago, poor time management
became a crisis for me, and I earnestly prayed for aid and sought out practical help. I am
easily distracted and end up wasting time instead of using it well for healthy work and
play. As I searched for help in order to grow, I benefitted from business-oriented books
like Time Power by Hobbs (1987), but the works that have had the greatest effect on me
are those from a Christian perspective that invite me into the life of Christ. Helpful titles
include Ordering Your Private World by MacDonald (1984/1997), Margin by Swenson
(1992/2004), and Do More Better: A Practical Guide to Productivity by Challies (2015).
Ordering Your Private World was especially helpful in speaking to my desires and
pointing me towards the spiritual truth that a well-ordered life flows from the inside out.
A person can endure all manner of external trouble if the heart is resting in Christ. As
Solomon wisely points out, “The human spirit can endure a sick body, but who can bear a
crushed spirit?” (Prov 18:14). During the chaos of my life, I felt Christ calling me to
cultivate the inner life, to commune with him intentionally and regularly by using certain
devotional practices that I had previously abandoned.
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Cultivation of the Inner Life
Several years ago, I realized that my spirit was hungry for God, and I was
neglecting to spend time with him. I began a deliberate process of experimentation to
reconnect with God.
In my late teens and early twenties, I had utilized a variety of practices, like
prayer, journaling, small group participation, and fasting to cultivate spiritual growth, but
in the intervening years I had ceased to use these practices in a systematic or regular way.
I did not want them to become legalistic forms and when they got stale, I stopped them,
but instead of finding other methods of connecting with God and cultivating a healthy
inner life, I had grown lazy and disconnected.
God used painful circumstances and the wisdom of patient teachers to call me
back to regular practices. I began journaling in the mornings. Over the course of a year, I
read several books about prayer and applied the things I was learning to my daily life.
God gave me many precious times of connection with him. Through the reflective
process of Scripture reading and prayer journaling, God worked with me to solve several
otherwise intractable problems in my life. I could feel myself growing in grace, love,
humility, and confidence. I learned to praise God more, to marvel at his goodness, to
worship in his presence. My soul was refreshed. My family noticed the difference and
told me about it. I have continued to experiment with practices that cultivate my spirit,
being willing to change things up when a particular practice loses its helpfulness.
About the same time that I became focused on growing spiritually, God was
expanding my theological vision to give me a picture of wholistic discipleship. God’s
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plan is for humans to live an integrated life. Discipleship is wholistic, affecting the entire
being, the entire span of life, the entire realm of human experience.
The Need for Wholistic Discipleship
When I was a young Christian, I feared whole-hearted discipleship. I had
absorbed the false two-tier view of Christianity which told me that if I got serious about
following Christ it would make me otherworldly and irrelevant, a hermit who avoided the
crowds and the contamination of the world. Surely there was goodness in the world that
could be embraced and appreciated. But how to do so in a way that honored God? In my
emotional immaturity I struggled on my own looking for answers. It took years of
struggle to find answers and to recognize my need for whole-hearted and righteous
engagement with people and culture around me.
The big conviction growing in my heart as Jesus continues to lead me into greater
commitment to him is that all of life is meant to be an integrated whole under his
Lordship. Life is not meant to be segmented into spiritual and physical. Even as the entire
human being (body and spirit) is made in the Image of God, so the entirety of life (work
and worship and everything else) is to be lived under the sovereignty of Christ.
Discipleship is not merely one part of life; it is the whole.
While teaching classes in church history, comparative religions, and the social
sciences at Asia-Pacific International University in Thailand (2007-2012), I encountered
two big ideas that opened avenues for me to become a wholistic disciple. The first was a
recognition of how Christianity views the material universe in opposition to the way the
eastern religions view the world. For Hinduism and Buddhism, the material universe is
illusory and even sinister. All that is good is immaterial. Christianity, by contrast, teaches
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that God created a good world. At each step in the creation story God pronounces His
workmanship good. The human body is a good creation of God, not a prison for man’s
immortal soul. I had known these things to be true but seeing them contrasted with
Buddhism led me to appreciate them more and to question my negative view of human
culture and the “stuff” in my life.
I was coming to realize that God’s intention for human beings is not a repudiation
of life, but a full embrace of life. God’s original design that humans live and reign on the
physical earth with meaningful work to do has not changed. This is the theological truth
that Christlikeness means fully realized humanity (as explored in Chapter 2) and that
Jesus did not come to liberate man from his relationship to material things, but to set the
creation in order so that a human being could once again have dominion over the earth.
Cities and streets, worship services and community gatherings do not come to an end in
Christ but are perfected (see Crouch, 2008; Keller, 2012; Mouw, 1983/2002; Purswell,
2008; Wittmer, 2015; Wolters, 1985/2005).
I began to read books on economics. I even thought for a while that I might want
to pursue a career in economics, urban planning, or public service. I became fascinated
by systems and how they impact the quality of human life. In short, I was beginning to
integrate my faith with the rest of life—with the rest of God’s amazing creation. I was
coming to realize that Christ is sovereign over all. As the Dutch theologian and politician
Abraham Kuyper (1880/1998) famously put it, “There is not a square inch in the whole
domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not
cry: ‘Mine!’” (p. 488).
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The second big idea I encountered while teaching in Thailand was Martin
Luther’s view that all useful callings are sacred. Luther collapsed the false two-tier path
of Christianity into the single track of discipleship when he left the monastery and
entered the world (see Chapter 3). He went on to develop a theology of work which
recognizes the call of God in every career. It is not only those in religious employment
who do holy work. Princes, shoemakers, scribes, and farmers do the work of God as well.
Martin Luther taught that work is sacred because it fulfills God’s will both in providing a
living for the worker and in serving the community. As an example, Luther tells us that a
Christian tailor can say, “I make these clothes because God has bidden me do so, so that I
can earn a living, so that I can help and serve my neighbor” (Cited in Gaiser, 2005, p.
361). When I realized that the daily work of all Christians is holy, I felt like faith and life
had been integrated for me in a huge new way. There was no need to hold to a false
separation of sacred and secular realms, as if God does not concern Himself with what
happens in the workplace. God is active in the world and is doing good through the work
of people in every vocation. The banker serves God when he serves people. The artist
brings glory to God even when he paints a non-religious subject because God is the
author of all beauty (See Keller & Alsdorf, 2012).
I have also realized that people need to see how their relationship with Jesus is
connected to their work. Their job does not merely serve as a platform for evangelism but
is itself a ministry. When I preached a three-part sermon series on work in September
2015, I received more positive responses than I think I have ever received from a sermon
series. People had not heard that the job they do for pay is a ministry and provides
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dignity. I have continued to talk about the integration of faith and work on a regular basis
since then.
One of my objectives for this discipleship project was to get people to view their
lives, including their work, as something within the purview of discipleship. How to
accomplish this? I wanted something larger than a sermon series or curriculum and I
wanted to highlight not only how discipleship affects the workplace, but how it affects
everything in life.
My own positive experiences with discipleship made me want to share
discipleship with others. I was experiencing a greater sense of growth and connection
through intentional devotional practices and theological reflection. As I examined my
ministry context, I began to see opportunities for sharing these insights in a practical way.
The University City Church
The University City Seventh-day Adventist Church has planted six daughter
congregations since 2010, making it a poster child for church planting in the Carolina
Conference. Such rapid success with church planting has been exciting to see, but it has
also thinned out the ranks of mature, committed workers at the mother church. God
continues to send new people to the congregation. Some arrive with a sense of
themselves as disciples. Others do not. Of the members who have remained at the
University City Church during the decade of church planting, many are committed
followers of Jesus who feel called to remain at the mother church and carry out the
ministry of Jesus there. A great many others are disconnected from the life of Christ and
the church. They may attend worship services periodically, but a vibrant connection with
Jesus is missing in their lives.
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The University City Church has a carefully planned and inspiring Sabbath
worship service each week. There are monthly potlucks and regular social events on the
church calendar. Each week adult Sabbath School classes meet and engage in Bible study
and fellowship. There is an active men’s group that meets weekly to study, talk, pray.
The men’s group also plans occasional outings and activities. A women’s Bible study
meets each week. The church does an excellent job of providing ways for people to
connect with God and each other in large and small gatherings.
A church needs multiple spaces and ways for people to connect. I am drawn to the
conceptual framework promoted by Joseph R. Myers (2003) which he adapted from work
done by Edward T. Hall on communication theory in the 1960s. Myers states that, in
order to have a sense of belonging, people need healthy relationships in four relational
spaces: public, social, personal, and intimate (p. 20-21). Ogden (2003/2016), building on
the work of Myers, sees a healthy church as providing all four spaces: the public worship
service, groupings or sub-congregations of like-minded individuals who socialize
together, small groups where personal connections are made, and finally microgroups
where intimacy occurs (p. 206). The University City Church does well at creating the first
three types of space. The missing space for most people in the congregation is the
intimate space. The intimate space is a place where matters of the heart can be discussed
with others, where changes in thinking and practice can be processed and encouraged.
I seized on the absence of intimate spaces in the congregation as an opportunity
for the development of a discipleship intervention. I would invite people to form into
microgroups and use the groups as a support system for growth. To learn how to structure
the groups, I turned to the Bible and the writings of Christian ministry practitioners.

71

Unpacking the Theological Reflection and
Literature Review
My theological reflection about discipleship (Chapter 2) and review of literature
(Chapter 3) led me to realize more deeply the necessity of discipleship. Evangelical
Christianity has indulged in the temptation to make discipleship optional, teaching people
to be content with a version of Christianity that robs believers of the presence of Jesus in
their daily lives.
Further theological reflection on the inevitable growth in Christlikeness that
results from discipleship provided an idea for how to design an intervention that would
pull local church members into the blessing of discipleship.
The desire for growth is common to humanity, but it is twisted by selfishness. As
I struggled against selfish ambition in my own life, theological reflection on what it
means to grow in the likeness of Jesus set me free to embrace the path of growth as
something God-ordained and wholistic.
Many discipleship programs of the past decades have emphasized evangelism and
even conflated evangelism with discipleship. As traced in Chapter 3, evangelicals have
made conversion their focus and conflated discipleship with “soul winning.” I was
especially keen to avoid this error. Since mission flows from the heart of Jesus and
therefore from the heart of a disciple, as explored in Chapter 2, I wanted to focus on the
heart of discipleship rather than the mechanics of evangelism. If a person is drawn into a
life-giving and life-transforming relationship with Jesus, mission and growth will flow
from that. The metaphor of the vine and the branches in John 15 drives home the point
that connection with Jesus must always be the priority.
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At a basic level, discipleship does not happen without connection to Jesus. This
connection must be chosen, cultivated, and experienced in the community of other
people. Thus, I decided to invite people on a discipleship journey involving: (1)
intentionality, (2) communion, and (3) community.
Intentionality: The Invitation to Growth
The idea of intentionality in discipleship grew out of theological reflection,
particularly the question Jesus asks in John 1:38. When two disciples of John the Baptist
followed Jesus near the Jordan River, Jesus turned and asked them, “What are you
seeking?” (John 1:38). Smith (2016) calls this question, “the first, last and most
fundamental question of Christian discipleship” (p. 1). It is a question that deals with the
heart, with longing and desire. A connection with Jesus must be chosen again and again.
This requires intentionality, the exercise of choice.
Once the choice is made to follow Jesus, a disciple cannot grow unless he or she
has a personal connection with Jesus. The connection with Jesus is cultivated in many
ways like prayer, Bible reading, and other spiritual disciplines.
Communion: Time with Jesus Using Spiritual Disciplines
A variety of resources are available that encourage modern Christians to utilize
spiritual disciplines (Boa, 2001; Calhoun, 2015; Foster, 1978/1988; J. B. Smith, 1993;
Whitney, 1991/2014; Willard, 1990). Many of these resources have generated
controversy. Rather than providing education about the extensive variety of spiritual
disciples that have been tried by others or urging people to do extensive research on their
own, I decided to create a list of simple and generally-accepted spiritual practices that
people could try that might help them connect with Jesus. I chose to use the terminology
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of a “rule for life” which I adapted from Ken Shigematsu (2013) and his modern
expansion on the rules of ancient monasteries. In spite of my earlier criticisms of
monastic life (Chapter 3), I find the idea of spiritual practices and even “rules” to be
helpful, especially when we realize that such “rules” are not reserved for an elite group of
Christians like monks but are helpful practices available to everyone—especially in the
context of ordinary life. Shigematsu points out that the word rule comes from the Greek
word meaning “trellis” and provides a powerful image of a framework that supports
growth (p. 21).
Community: Intimacy through Microgroups
It is clear from the New Testament that discipleship is not a solo endeavor. The
discipleship journey takes place in community with other disciples. In our individualistic
culture many Christians lack the types of healthy relationships necessary for growth.
People fear intimacy and vulnerability even though they desperately need these things
(Brown, 2010, 2012). “Spiritual friendship” with other people has long been understood
as a means by which God draws disciples in his love (Lamb, 2003).
Since the University City Church already had structures in place that created
public, social, and personal spaces, the remaining need was to formally create intimate
spaces, especially for those who did not already have intimate relationships with other
believers.
John Wesley’s approach to discipleship (see Chapter 3) served as an inspiration to
me. Wesley involved people in several different groups in which they could grow in
community with other people. Wesley’s favorite of the groups was the “band.” The
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smallest of the groupings, it consisted of about five people of the same gender, age, and
stage in life.
Several recent ministry practitioners have experimented with microgroups of two
to four people as a vehicle for discipleship (see for example Cole, 1999; Ogden,
2003/2016). They recommend, as did Wesley with the bands, that microgroups be gender
homogeneous. The point of microgroups is intimate relationships. This requires trust and
understanding among people who can share their deepest fears and needs. Marriage is the
only safe place for this level of intimacy between people of the opposite gender.
Once I had determined that I would use the desire for growth as an onramp for the
discipleship journey and that I would invite people to utilize intentionality, communion,
and community to grow as disciples, my remaining concern in designing the intervention
was to avoid a one-size-fits-all approach to discipleship.
Designing the Intervention
As I approached the design of the project, I had to realize that not everyone is
exactly like me. The paths by which Jesus has led me to a joyful acceptance of the
integrated life of a disciple are not necessarily the same paths by which Jesus will lead
others. I wanted to avoid being overly prescriptive and yet I wanted to provide some
structure and guidelines for participants. As discussed in the two previous chapters, it is a
mistake to turn discipleship into a program or a curriculum.
It was a challenge to design an intervention that would allow for the uniqueness of
each person, encourage a life-long apprenticeship to Jesus, and yet still have structure and
accountability built into it. In this section, I describe how I developed a structure that
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encouraged intentionality, communion, and community while allowing for individual
flexibility. The section concludes with a few words about how I selected participants.
Microgroup Structure without Curriculum
Among the promoters of microgroups, there is disagreement about whether a
curriculum is necessary. Ogden (2003/2016) offers several arguments in favor of a
defined curriculum for microgroups. Among these are (1) the need to “build a basic
foundation for Christian living” rather than rely on a hit or miss approach to acquiring
beliefs and practices, (2) his contention that without a curriculum discipleship cannot be
intentional, (3) the need for a transferrable tool that facilitates disciples making more
disciples, (4) the need for a sense of progress in moving through the material, and (5) the
need for structure in meetings (pp. 211-212). Of these five I only find the first argument
compelling. The remaining needs (intentionality, transferability, progress, and structure)
can easily be met by a flexible and adaptable structure. Regarding the first argument
about belief and practice acquisition, I do not believe it is necessary for the microgroup to
meet this need. Within the Adventist context we already have Sabbath School classes that
do a good job of helping disciples with belief acquisition. The microgroups do not
necessarily need to duplicate this effort.
An obvious weakness of a set curriculum is that it cannot meet the needs of
everyone using the resource. Most of the discipleship guides and resources on the market
are designed for new Christians and cover the basic foundations for Christian faith (see
for example Chan & Beuving, 2012). A recent effort within the North American Division
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church to develop an adaptable discipleship curriculum
suitable for a wide audience has produced the iFollow Discipleship Series. Monte Sahlin
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(cited in Davies, 2010), who helped design the series, states that, in a summit with
Adventist discipleship experts, they determined, “We needed something that was nonlinear, that used technology so that users could self-select topics and build a series of
subjects unique to their own needs.” The iFollow discipleship guides cover a variety of
topics and users can select topics of interest to study, but the series is still a curriculum
that, if used in a group setting, forces participants to cover the same material at the same
pace as others. To date there are over 25 titles in the series. The chapters in each book
contains multiple pages of text to read and are followed by a series of questions for group
study. The books are suitable for a Sabbath School class or small group, but do not fit
with the vision I have for discipleship microgroups.
Neil Cole, an experienced church planter in California, has developed an effective
microgroup model that is not tied to a curriculum. His church plants are small and simple,
typically meeting in houses, but the smallest and most foundational unit of the church is
the “Life Transformation Group” (LTG).
This is a group of two or three people who meet weekly to challenge one another to
live an authentic spiritual life. Members of these non-coed groups have a high degree
of accountability to one another in how they have walked with the Lord each week,
which involves mutual confession of sins as well as reading a large volume of
Scripture repetitively. LTFs are also missional, in that they actively pray for the souls
of lost friends, family, associates, and neighbors. This is the context in which we
multiply disciples, which must come before we multiply churches. (Cole, 2005, pp.
27-28)
Rather than using a curriculum, Cole’s LTGs follow a basic pattern: “a steady diet
of Scripture, confession of sin and prayer for others who need Christ” (Cole, 1999, p. 54).
Group meetings utilize accountability questions and participants encourage each other in
the practice of reading scripture.
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Rather than copying Cole’s format, I chose to adapt and expand it to develop my
own guidelines for the microgroups. Like Cole, I wanted to avoid developing a
curriculum, so I drafted a concise document that would serve as an introduction and
guide for the growth process, allowing for flexibility.
Guidelines for Growth
Having determined that the intervention would not rely on a curriculum, I
determined to craft a plan that would encourage intentionality, communion, and
community within an open and flexible structure. I drafted an initial document titled
“Getting Intentional about Growth” (Appendix B). The document went through several
revisions as I shared it with people and solicited feedback, especially from the church
elders.
The document outlines a growth plan that is designed to be flexible and utilizes
questions to get people engaged in their relationship with Jesus in the discipleship
process. It provides a short biblical framework for growing as a disciple and explains that
there are three essential components of growth:
1. Intentionality
2. Time with Jesus
3. Community
The document then invites people on the growth journey by asking them to do the
following three assignments, which roughly align with the three essential components of
growth:
1. Answer Jesus’ question: “What do you want me to do for you?”
2. Write a “rule for life.”
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3. Arrange for community support.
Intentionality is required throughout the process but is especially activated by the
first question as participants reflect on what they want from Jesus. The question is one
Jesus posed to Bartimaeus, “What do you want me to do for you?” (Matt 20:32, Mark
10:51, Luke 18:41) and is like the question Jesus asks in John 1:38, “What are you
seeking?” The question is designed to elicit a statement of desire and intention from the
participant. As a disciple thinks about how to answer, she becomes aware of her need for
Jesus and his help in order to live well. By answering the question, the disciple is
intentionally stating a need and asking for help from the Master.
The second assignment is about communion. It invites people to write a “rule for
life”—a plan for how they will arrange their lives to ensure that time is dedicated for
intimate connection with Jesus. Coming to him intentionally and with a clearly stated
desire, the disciple is now asked to spend time with Jesus on a regular basis. Time with
Jesus can take many forms. I wanted participants to personalize the plan and try a variety
of ways to cultivate intimacy with the Lord, so the document lists a variety of possible
spiritual practices to choose from like prayer, corporate worship, and Bible reading and
memorization.
The final assignment is to arrange for community support. Disciples need
encouragement and accountability from other disciples in order to grow. The document
recommends a microgroup of three people as the best form of community support but
allows for personal choice and flexibility in what the support looks like. The idea is for
people to share their growth plan with others and ask for help on the growth journey.
Rather than being one-sided, however, the document encourages people to invite others
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to participate in a mutual journey of growth in which community members are helping
each other. The document also provides suggestions for meeting format and a list of
suggested questions that microgroup members may ask each other to spur discussion.
A Focus on Church Leaders
Rather than developing an intervention for the entire congregation, I chose to
focus on selected leaders. If the leaders begin to see themselves as disciples and realize
that all Christians are disciples, their influence will shift the discipleship culture of the
church. Also, I imagined there would be some trial and error involved in developing an
intervention that was practical and effective. By starting with the leaders, we could
collaboratively fine-tune the process and eventually see microgroups multiply throughout
the congregation.
Prior to the main intervention, I had a series of conversations with the church
elders and invited them to review and try out the plan. At least five of the thirteen elders
started microgroups as early as March 2019. Their experiences and feedback were
valuable in refining the document that was eventually shared with the church board in
October 2019 at the start of the main intervention.
A Concise Description of the Intervention
In short, after taking time to understand my ministry context and the theology and
literature of discipleship, I chose to develop an intervention that would invite church
leaders to embark on several months of intentional growth with Jesus. The plan for the
implementation of the intervention was as follows:
1. Share a basic summary of my learnings about discipleship with the church
elders and seek their input for the design of the project.
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2. Draft guidelines for growth and review them with the elders.
3. Invite the elders to try using the guidelines for themselves and then help me to
refine the plan before introducing it to a larger group.
4. Invite members of the church board to utilize the growth plan.
5. Participate personally in the growth plan.
6. Collect data and analyze it to determine results.
A narrative of the implementation follows in the next chapter. Before getting to
the narrative, a few words about the plan for data analysis are necessary.
Measuring Effectiveness
I chose to evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention quantitatively by asking
participants to complete a survey before starting the process and to complete the same
survey at the end of the process. By comparing survey results I would be able to
determine if each person had grown in various measures of discipleship. Rather than
developing my own survey instrument, I chose to use the Growing Disciples Inventory
(GDI) developed and validated by Bradfield (2011). This instrument is especially
formulated with Seventh-day Adventists in mind.
The Growing Disciples Inventory
The GDI is a “self-assessment tool to facilitate lifelong Christian spiritual
development” (Bradfield, 2011, p. 42). It is built on the Growing Fruitful Disciples
Framework (https://www.growingfruitfuldisciples.com/framework) which consists of
four processes. The first three processes describe the individual disciple’s relationship
with Jesus. They are (1) connecting with God, self, and others, (2) understanding Jesus
and his teachings, and (3) serving in God’s mission of revelation and reconciliation. The
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final process describes the disciple’s involvement in making other disciples. It is (4)
living in community to help one another know, love, and serve God
(https://www.growingfruitfuldisciples.com/four-processes). Each of the four processes
contains five or six commitment categories.
(https://www.growingfruitfuldisciples.com/online-framework). All together there are 21
commitment categories. As an example, the five commitment categories under the
connecting process are connecting (1) with God, (2) with self, (3) with family, (4) with
church, and (5) with others.
The Additional Questionnaire
As the process unfolded, I began to realize some participants were following the
guidelines rigidly whereas others took a more relaxed approach. It became evident to me
that results would be affected by the rigor with which participants applied the
intervention. I designed a short questionnaire for participants to complete at the
conclusion of their participation that provided me with data related to how rigorously
they followed the guidelines. By correlating results of the questionnaire with changes on
the GDI I was able to better assess whether the degree to which participants applied the
growth plan influenced their growth.
The additional questionnaire consisted of three questions which allowed me to
quantify the duration of each person’s participation in the intervention, the frequency
with which they met with their microgroups, and the flexibility with which they followed
the guidelines (see Appendix C). The questionnaire allowed me to correlate duration,
frequency, and flexibility with the GDI results. Chapter 6 contains a report and analysis
of the data and conclusions.
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Disclosures and Consent
All participants knew from the beginning that they were engaging in a process
that was part of my doctoral research. All participants were members of the board and
had voted at the April, 2019, board meeting to approve my research project (Church
Board Minutes, see Appendix D). Not only were they willing research participants, but in
one sense they were supervisors of the research.
Participants were not coerced in any way nor were they offered any incentive to
participate other than the personal benefit they might receive from being involved. The
project design was reviewed by the Andrews University Institutional Review Board
(IRB) and it was determined that since the project did not involve vulnerable populations
and all participants were informed of the nature of the project because of their role as
church board members, there was no need for them to provide written consent. To be
included in the research, participants completed the GDI both at the start and end of the
research process. Once they had completed the inventory and received the reports which
the website generated, they each saved a copy of the report and either emailed it or hand
delivered it to me.
Summary
The context in which this discipleship project was carried out is a local church,
but also includes me, the researcher. My experiences of discipleship influenced the shape
of the project. The journey of discipleship for me has been spurred by my desire for
growth which has led me to the cultivation of the inner life and an awareness that
discipleship is meant to be wholistic.
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The University City Church is an active congregation that suffers from a common
ill in Western Christianity—lack of discipleship. Recent successes in church planting
have heightened the need for a focus on discipleship at the University City Church. The
intervention was designed to address this need by fostering a culture of discipleship at the
church. The intervention focused on the church leaders.
Prior to the intervention I determined that the University City Church provided
sufficient avenues for people to connect with God and each other through public worship,
social events, and various small group activities. The missing piece in the life of the
church was a plan for intimate connection points where people could encourage each
other to grow.
The intervention challenged members of the church board to be intentional in
their relationship with Jesus, to design a plan for growth, and to form microgroups
(ideally 3 people per group) by inviting others to join them on the journey of discipleship.
Microgroups were designed to be flexible and adaptable. At microgroup meetings people
were supposed to encourage each other and help each other grow.
Participants completed a spiritual growth inventory at the beginning and end of
the intervention and a short questionnaire at the end so that intervention outcomes could
be measured. All research participants were members of the church board who
voluntarily provided their data for this research project.
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CHAPTER 5

IMPLEMENTATION OF AN INTENTIONAL PERSONAL
GROWTH PLAN WITH MICROGROUP
SUPPORT: A PROJECT NARRATIVE
I began studying and preparing for this discipleship project in 2017. Many books
and conversations later, it is hard to trace exactly how the project came to fruition.
Through this process, however, I have grown as a leader. My perspectives on discipleship
have deeply influenced my preaching, my weekly communication with the church, and
conversations with individual church members. My congregation has heard time after
time about the importance of discipleship and community. Change has not been drastic,
but many people throughout the church are thinking in new ways about what it means to
be a follower of Christ.
The church leaders who volunteered to participate in this project in a formal way
were hearing from me about discipleship long before they made a commitment to become
study subjects for this research project. It is safe to assume—and I certainly hope—that
each of them absorbed an ethos of discipleship from me in ways that I cannot trace. What
I can recount below are the major movements of the intervention itself.
For the sake of clarity, I have chosen to narrate the intervention in two parts. The
first part of the intervention consisted of the development of the discipleship strategy and
a test involving several church elders. The second phase focused on the implementation
of the project with the church board. Nine church leaders participated and provided

85

research data. At least 18 other church members participated but did not provide research
data. I personally chose to participate in the growth plan and formed a microgroup. My
personal experiences allowed me to understand the project in ways that would have
otherwise been impossible. This chapter will recount the story of the intervention.
The First Phase of the Intervention
For several months in 2018 I spent time praying for direction with the project, for
success, and for the health of my church family on an almost daily basis. I sensed that
God was forming me and the ideas about the project so that they would accomplish his
purposes for our church family. As ideas took shape in my mind and heart, I wanted to
share them with my church leaders, knowing that my thoughts needed the refinement and
clarity that comes through conversation.
Shaping the Plan with Church Leaders
It is my regular practice to have a monthly meeting with my head elder. For the
years 2016-2020, my head elder was Chris Grissom. He and I would get together for
breakfast or lunch once a month and spend 90 minutes or so talking about life and church
affairs. Ahead of our December 2018 meeting, I sent an email to Chris outlining some of
my ideas about discipleship and how to establish a culture of discipleship at the
University City Church (see Appendix A). I had already determined that I wanted to use
microgroups as a vehicle for discipleship, but I was struggling to see how microgroups
might fit into the fabric of the church on a permanent basis. I wanted to design an
intervention that would do more than satisfy an academic requirement for me, but would
serve as a platform for creating a culture of discipleship that would be an ongoing
blessing to the church.
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Chris and I met for lunch on December 5, 2018 and discussed my email and its
implications. We engaged in helpful discussion. Chris was affirming with the direction I
proposed and recommended that I roll out the project slowly, giving people enough time
to digest the concepts before making commitments to participate. We decided that the
next step would be a presentation on the project’s vision and steps involved to the elders
in January.
In early January, 2019, I sent an email to the elders (see Appendix A) about my
intention to discuss discipleship with them at our upcoming elders’ meeting. We met at
Chris’ house for a potluck after church on Sabbath, January 12, 2019. On the agenda for
the meeting we were already planning to discuss an article about postmodernism
(Bruinsma, 2009). Postmodern people are looking for customizable approaches to
spirituality and for authentic relationships. Microgroups are an ideal vehicle for
postmodern-sensitive discipleship, so the article provided a helpful segue to my
presentation of the discipleship intervention.
I spent about 40 minutes presenting an overview of my project proposal (an early
version of Chapter 1 of this document) and seeking the counsel of the elders on whether
the statement of the problem was accurate and on how the proposed intervention could be
improved. We engaged in discussion that helped me to further shape the intervention. In
my passion for an adaptable and curriculum-free approach to discipleship, I was in
danger of providing little to no structure for microgroup participants. I had in my mind
that a one-page summary of my vision for discipleship and minor verbal instructions
would be enough. The elders disabused of me this notion. As a result of the meeting and
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feedback from the elders, I realized that I would need to write a document containing
more details about my vision and suggested plan for discipleship.
Writing Guidelines for Growth
I set to work immediately on writing the document that became “Getting
Intentional about Growth” (Appendix B). After deciding to use the desire for growth as
an onramp for discipleship, I wrote out a framework for growth as something which
happens from the inside out, something that is actuated and nurtured by time spent in the
presence of Jesus. The document proposed a growth plan with three steps that are better
conceived of as three legs of a stool. Without any of the three, the stool is incomplete and
will topple over. The three “legs” of growth can be grouped under the headings of (1)
intentionality, (2) communion, and (3) community.
In the growth plan document, I used the greatest amount of space on an
explanation of microgroups. I wanted the groups to function as a community of equals, so
I wrote, “Don’t see yourself as a leader of your microgroup.” I also included suggested
wording people could use to invite others to join them in the microgroup: “I’m starting on
an intentional personal growth plan…. Would you be interested in doing this with me?”
The document contained a list of suggested questions that could be used during
microgroup meetings.
The growth plan document also instructed participants on how to design their
personal growth plan. It recommended three “Best Practices for Growth”: (1) Bible
reading, (2) prayer, and (3) corporate worship. I also included in the document a list of
“Optional Practices—Menu Options for Growth.” This list included a variety of practices
like fasting, getting enough sleep, spending time in nature, etc.
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Growth Plan Testing
Once I had written the growth plan document, I wanted to share it with the elders
and invite them to try out the plan. I called for an elders’ meeting at my home on
Saturday evening, February 9, 2019, for the express purpose of sharing the new
document. Only two elders were able to attend. In retrospect, Saturday night was not the
best time for a meeting. The low attendance may have also indicated a reticence on the
part of some to participate in a growth plan that would require a high level of intimacy
with other church members. The idea of a microgroup seemed to be intimidating.
I presented the initial version of “Getting Intentional About Growth” to the two
elders who were present. They listened and asked questions, but neither of them made a
commitment to participate in the project. In the coming days, several other elders who
were unable to attend apologized for their absence and told me they wanted to be
involved. I called for a follow-up meeting on Sunday, February 17, 2019, in the 45
minutes prior to a regularly scheduled board meeting. This time most of the elders were
present. Since most of them had already seen my project proposal and were familiar with
the direction of the project, it did not take long to present the document and to encourage
participation. I challenged each elder to invite others to join him or her in a microgroup.
Furthermore, I invited the elders to participate in my research by completing the Growing
Disciples Inventory (GDI). This time several of the elders indicated their willingness to
engage in the process.
One elder expressed concern that participation in the project would be timeconsuming and a burden on an already-busy life. I told him that the project was designed
to help busy people find greater freedom from busyness and that he could try it out and if
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it became burdensome, he would be free to step away from it. Reassured by my
explanation, this elder decided he would move forward and participate in the project.
Another elder, who did not end up participating, told me that the project sounded
exciting, but life was too busy for it at present. Other non-participating elders did not
offer explanations for their lack of willingness to be involved. I did not ask for
explanations when people declined to participate. I simply told them that I respected their
decision.
Based on the concern about the project being a time-consuming stressor, I revised
the growth guidelines to assure participants that the project was designed to help them
slow down and feel less stressed. I wrote into the document these words: “If this is going
to be just one more burden in an overburdened life, then please do not participate.”
Five elders agreed to participate and proceeded to form microgroups. Only two of
them completed the GDI and became research participants. The other three, although they
did not complete the GDI, provided valuable verbal feedback at subsequent elders’
meetings. Those elders who chose to participate in the research completed the initial GDI
in February or March, 2019.
In March I realized that I needed to get approval from the Andrews University
Institutional Research Board (IRB) before moving forward. I informed the elders that the
project was on hold. Several of them had already formed microgroups and were meeting.
I did not discourage them from doing so. To meet IRB requirements, I presented the
project concept to the church board on April 17, 2019, and the board voted to approve it.
On June 11, 2019 I received IRB approval. I had the green light to proceed with the
intervention.
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The elders organized into three microgroups: one group of women and two groups
of men. One female elder invited a female church member to join her in a microgroup.
This group of two women met consistently and in-person on a weekly basis for several
months. The elder reported a successful experience and claimed that she grew and felt
supported on the journey. Unfortunately, neither of these women provided me with
survey results and so their experiences are not included in the quantitative analysis found
in Chapter 6.
Two male elders invited one of the deacons to join them in a microgroup. Another
male elder invited two non-elders to join him, including the same deacon who was
already in the other microgroup. I did not realize until several weeks later that both
groups had asked the same person to join them. The deacon apparently agreed to be part
of both groups. One of the groups struggled to meet consistently. The other had difficulty
moving beyond surface-level conversations. It is possible that the deacon failed to engage
fully in either group because he felt pulled in two different directions and thus both
groups were weakened in their efforts to establish community.
One of the elders later reflected on his group’s lack of consistency and said he
thought it occurred because they were attempting to follow the guideline that groups be
leaderless. Instead of making just one person responsible for scheduling meetings, they
chose to rotate this responsibility between group members. They had agreed in theory to
meet several times per month, but when the scheduling responsibility fell to a group
member who was not gifted at planning or communicating, then multiple weeks would
pass before the group would meet again. Unfortunately, I did not receive this feedback
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until Phase Two was nearing completion, so I was unable to adjust the document to
specify that one person in the group should be responsible for scheduling meetings.
The other group of male elders struggled for another reason. Apparently, they had
difficulty getting past the barrier of wanting to be well-respected by the others in their
group. The intimacy of a microgroup was scary and so they avoided engaging fully in the
process.
I called the entire group of elders together for a meeting on August 21, 2019 to
discuss their experiences and refine the growth plan. Unfortunately, only about half of the
elders attended, but those who did come provided valuable feedback and encouragement.
We spent over an hour talking about their experiences implementing the growth plan. I
gleaned from the meeting that those who had followed the spirit of the guidelines rather
than the letter had experienced greater success. Those elders who took ownership of the
project and adapted it to suit their needs reported positive results. Not everyone had
experienced success. Those who struggled to stick with the growth plan were those who
had either taken a rigid approach or had not managed to press through the formality of the
structure into a warm experience of trust and mutual support in their microgroups. Based
on feedback from the elders, I modified the guidelines to clarify what was essential to the
intervention and to give permission for people to adapt the guidelines to their own
situation. I was prepared to launch the major portion of the intervention, this time with
the church board.
An Evaluation of Phase One
Phase One of the intervention consisted of the initial conversations I had with
church leaders about how to utilize microgroups for discipleship. It proceeded to the
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drafting of a document providing guidelines for growth, and then concluded with a test of
the growth plan with three microgroups formed by church elders. Based on the
experiences and feedback of the elders, I modified the guidelines to encourage greater
flexibility in the way microgroups functioned.
Phase One performed an important function by allowing me to collaboratively
troubleshoot the growth plan. The most significant changes I made to the plan as a result
of feedback from the elders were:
1. I saw the need to write a growth plan document, “Getting Intentional about
Growth,” and to include enough details in it that participants had a framework for growth.
2. I added an assurance to the growth plan document that the project was
designed to help busy people and should not be just one more burden in a stressed-out
life.
3. I tweaked the wording of the document to encourage people to adapt the
guidelines to their needs and take a flexible approach.
The August 2019 meeting with the elders was especially helpful to me in refining
the growth plan. Unfortunately, the meeting was only attended by about half of the
elders, and I missed some crucial feedback—notably a problem created by my
instructions that groups should be leaderless. I became aware of this problem towards the
end of Phase Two, but the feedback came from one of the elders involved in Phase One
who did not attend the August, 2019, elders’ meeting. If I could have captured the
information about the problem before the beginning of Phase Two, it may have allowed
groups to be even more successful.
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Despite some failings during Phase One, the three test microgroups experienced
enough success that I felt confident moving forward with Phase Two. I modified the
growth plan document based on elders’ feedback and determined to initiate Phase Two at
the October 2019 church board meeting.
The Second Phase of the Intervention
The second phase of the intervention began in the fall of 2019 and finished in the
spring of 2020. It focused on the church board. Since the board was already familiar with
the project concept, having voted to approve it in the spring of 2019, I knew I could
present the growth plan document to them at a single board meeting. I could invite board
members to participate on the spot and follow up via email and personal interactions with
those who did not attend the meeting. I would then be able to encourage ongoing
participation at subsequent board meetings.
Inviting Board Members to Participate
On October 6, 2019, I presented the final version of “Getting Intentional about
Growth” (Appendix B) to the University City Church board. I emailed copies of the
document to all board members ahead of the meeting and had paper copies available for
board members at the meeting. We read through the document together and I answered
questions, which were minimal. Then I sent a signup sheet around the room and asked
people to write their names on the paper if they intended to participate. I challenged
participants to design their growth plan by the end of the month and to begin meeting
with their microgroup in November with a goal of meeting for four months (finishing at
the end of February 2020). I sent a follow-up email to the board recapping what happened
at the meeting and extending the invitation to those who were not present.
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When I invited board members to participate, I wanted to make the invitation as
appealing as possible without being coercive. As originally planned, I used the desire for
growth as a motivation for people to participate (see Chapter 4). Based on feedback from
Phase One, I also spoke about how participation in the project was intended to make life
better and less hectic. People knew that they would be helping me out with my research
and that they also stood to gain personal benefit from their participation: a greater sense
of peace and purpose in their lives as well as personal growth. I made it clear that I would
not think less of anyone who chose not to participate and that only people who truly
desired to participate should do so.
There were 14 of 24 local church board members present at the October 2019
meeting. One of the elders who had not participated in Phase One was present and made
a commitment to participate. Including that elder, there were nine board members who
made first-time commitments to participate either during the board meeting or in the two
weeks which followed. I assumed that all five elders who had participated in Phase One
would continue to meet with their microgroups. That meant there were now 14
participants. One additional church member who is active in ministry but is not a board
member heard about the project and wanted to be involved in the research and I chose to
allow this, bringing the total number of committed participants to 15.
Letting the Project Run
Once I had obtained commitments from participants and felt that they understand
the expectations, I took a largely hands-off approach. Early on I reminded participants via
email to complete the GDI and send me their results. Nine people provided me with
copies of their results. At subsequent board meetings, I spent a minute or two at the
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beginning of the meeting encouraging people to keep going with the project but did not
debrief how things were going. Some individuals chose to share with me privately about
progress with their groups, but this was rare and my insight into how the groups were
functioning was minimal during the months they were operating.
In the end, all nine of the people who sent me their GDI results at the start of the
project (including two elders) remained engaged in the process until the end. Three
church leaders who had agreed to participate did not actually follow through and
complete the GDI or form microgroups. Three other people—all of them elders who
participated in Phase One—formed microgroups and had some level of involvement in
the project, but for undisclosed reasons did not provide me with their GDI results and
therefore could not be included in the statistical analysis described in Chapter 6.
Following the October 2019 board meeting, there were five new microgroups
which formed and began meeting. Combined with the three microgroups started by elders
during Phase One, there were eight microgroups functioning in the church.
Because board members were invited to form microgroups by inviting friends to
join them on a growth journey, several other church members participated in the project.
To my knowledge there were at least 12 other people (including myself) who participated
in microgroups. I did not ask research participants to provide me with the names of others
in their microgroups because I wanted them to feel the freedom to invite people without
fear that I would later be approaching those people with questions. Because many of the
other microgroup participants remained unknown to me I did not capture research data
from those extended participants.
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Experiencing a Microgroup for Myself
I believe a leader should lead by example. After I challenged the church board to
participate in the intervention, I also chose to participate by forming a microgroup and
applying the growth guidelines personally. My GDI results are not included in the
research dataset, but my experience was valuable to me in understanding the dynamics of
a microgroup.
I invited two men to join me on the growth journey. One was a church board
member and the other was not. All of us are married and have dependent children so we
are at similar stages of life. When I asked the others to join me, we discussed our
preferred frequency for meetings and agreed to meet every other week. Between
November 2019 and February 2020, we met nine times. We got together in person for
lunch four of those times. The other five times we met virtually using Zoom. Each
meeting was 60-90 minutes long.
Our meetings consisted of social interaction at the beginning. We talked about
what was happening at our jobs and in our families. By beginning with news about our
lives, we built rapport and trust. We got to know each other in a wholistic way. After
some social time, we took turns sharing how we were doing in our relationships with God
and our plans for growth. Each of us had different needs and aspirations and the
microgroup format allowed for the flexibility to address each person’s unique concerns.
One of my microgroup partners was primarily interested in growing in his capacity to
love his family. Another was facing some intellectual challenges to his faith and wanted
to grow his understanding beyond the rote answers he learned while growing up in the
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Adventist Church. I was interested in seeing greater consistency in my practices for
physical health. We had opportunity to ask questions and encourage each other.
I was personally blessed by the microgroup experience. Over time I felt more
connected to the other guys and empowered to face some of the challenges in my life.
When we got to the end of the process, I told the other members of the microgroup that I
wanted to continue meeting with them beyond February. One chose to continue and one,
for unspecified reasons, did not. The dynamics are different with just two of us, but we
have continued to meet monthly via Zoom.
In the microgroup we tended to be relaxed in the way we applied the growth
guidelines. Our main practice was meeting together, asking questions, being supportive,
and praying for each other. We did not talk much about our private practices, the socalled “rule for life” that the guidelines promoted. Instead, we talked about how we each
wanted to grow and the strategies we were using for growth, and we offered suggestions
to each other. The environment was supportive and encouraging. I was pleased with the
outcome for me personally, but our relaxed approach to the guidelines got me thinking
about the other groups. Were they following the guidelines in a similar manner? It was
my intention from the beginning that the guidelines would be flexible and therefore
useful to a wide variety of people and circumstances. I realized that my formal evaluation
of the project would need to account for some of the differences between how groups
implemented the guidelines.
Collecting Research Data
The elders who became research subjects and participated during both Phase One
and Phase Two had completed their initial GDI in February or March, 2019. Church
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leaders who chose to become research subjects during Phase Two completed the initial
GDI in October or November 2019 and began meeting with their microgroups. In midMarch 2020 I contacted those who had completed the GDI in 2019 and asked them to
take the assessment again and forward the results to me. All nine people who had sent me
their results the first time completed the GDI for a second time in either March or April
2020. By the end of April, I was able to begin the statistical analysis that is detailed in the
following chapter.
As I began to collect data from participants, I was pleased to notice that each
group had applied the growth guidelines in its own unique way. Participants had a variety
of responses to the experience. Not everyone had an experience as positive as my own.
From informal conversations with participants, I learned that some groups met
weekly whereas others struggled to meet even monthly. The length of the implementation
differed between groups. For instance, the elders had been meeting with their groups for
twice as long as other participants. Even among the Phase Two participants, there were
some who got started with their groups right away and ended up meeting for nearly six
months (October 2019-March 2020) whereas others took a little longer to get organized
and thus had less time invested. Some groups were rigorous in following the guidelines
whereas others, like my own, were more relaxed. Some groups met in person and others
stayed in touch via text message, phone calls, or video conferences. One person, after
struggling to organize an in-person group, chose to have one-on-one spiritual
conversations with trusted friends by phone. Some people grew to trust the other people
in their group whereas others felt frustrated by the level of indifference they felt from
other group members. There were too many variables between groups for me to measure
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everything, but I decided I could at least try to quantify the duration of each person’s
participation in the intervention, the frequency with which they met with their
microgroups, and the flexibility with which they followed the guidelines. I wrote an
additional questionnaire for each participant to complete and send to me along with their
second GDI results. By comparing the GDI results with the questionnaire, I was able to
gain some additional insights into the effectiveness of the intervention. Those insights
will be detailed in the following chapter.
Based on my own experience, I realized that the main component of the
intervention emphasized in my microgroup had been the microgroup itself rather than the
personal practices outside of the microgroup. I was personally utilizing all three of the
growth components outlined in the growth document, but the microgroup was not a
forum in which the other components largely factored. My original vision was that the
microgroup would reinforce the other components. In evaluating the implementation of
the project, I recognize that this had become essentially a microgroup project rather than
a project focused on multiple spiritual practices. The microgroup was the practice.
An Evaluation of Phase Two
Phase Two began with my presentation to the church board in October, 2019, and
ended with data collection in March, 2020. During that time, eight microgroups were
applying the growth guidelines in unique ways and meeting with varying degrees of
success.
I am pleased that so many people participated during Phase Two. At least twentyseven people were involved in microgroups. I wish I could have obtained a larger sample
size than nine, but I was unwilling to pressure people into providing me with their GDI
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results. Those who volunteered to send me their results are included in the data analysis
which follows in the next chapter.
The project was extremely effective at encouraging the formation of microgroups.
Every participant except one formed microgroups that met at least once. The one person
who did not have a microgroup was faithful to the growth guidelines which urged
participants to “arrange for community support” and did so by relying on existing
friendships for one-on-one spiritual conversations. Still, the project emphasized
microgroups so much that this one person did at first attempt to form a microgroup and
only after some difficulties, shifted to an alternate form of community support. Clearly
participants got the message that this was a microgroup discipleship project.
Unfortunately, the other components of growth, especially communion and intimacy with
Jesus, were sometimes neglected in favor of the microgroup structure and relationships.
Summary
I began studying, thinking, and praying about this discipleship project in 2017. It
took until late 2018 for me to decide that I wanted to utilize microgroups for the
intervention. At that point I started talking with my head elder and then with the rest of
the church elders about how to shape the project. I wanted the plan to be flexible, but
realized that it needed structure, so I wrote growth guidelines for participants to use
within a microgroup setting. During 2019 the elders helped to refine the intervention and
then became the first test subjects of the project. Based on feedback from the elders, I
refined the intervention and then implemented it with the church board. Board members
who choose to participate designed their plan for growth in October or November 2019
and began meeting with their microgroups. Groups met for five to six months. I asked
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participants to take the Growing Disciples Inventory (GDI) at the start and finish of the
intervention and share the results with me. I also developed a short questionnaire
designed to reveal basic patterns of microgroup involvement. I chose to participate in a
microgroup myself, although my GDI results are not included in the research.
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CHAPTER 6

PROJECT EVALUATION AND LEARNINGS
This chapter contains a summary of the project, an evaluation of the data
generated by the project, and thoughts about the effectiveness of the project. It concludes
with recommendations arising from the project and a word about my personal growth
over the course of the Doctor of Ministry journey.
Summary of the Project Dissertation
This project sought to take initial steps towards developing a culture of
discipleship at the University City Seventh-day Adventist Church. It began with
theological reflection on the nature of discipleship in the New Testament with a view to
discovering how discipleship could be encouraged in the present. Discipleship is lifelong
and wholistic apprenticeship to Jesus. In the reflection I discovered that discipleship is
essential to Christianity, that it is a process of growth in Christlikeness, and it can be
cultivated through intentional practices in the community of other disciples. Along with
the theological reflection, a literature review provided foundational information used to
develop the project. In the literature review I took a historical approach and examined the
loss of discipleship within mainstream Christianity and its subsequent discovery in the
Protestant Reformation. With an emphasis on salvation by grace, Protestant churches
have struggled and continue to struggle to see discipleship as being essential to
Christianity. Various evangelical authors, including some notable Adventists, have
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outlined compelling reasons for discipleship to be seen as fully compatible with grace
and yet requiring effort. In order to be shaped in the likeness of Jesus, disciples need
practices like community, prayer, Bible reading, and reflection on Scripture.
In developing an intervention, I applied my findings from theological reflection
and the review of literature to the local context of the University City Seventh-day
Adventist Church. Prior to this project, the church did not formally provide avenues for
people to develop intimate relationships with other believers. This lack provided the
opportunity for a discipleship intervention built around microgroups. I choose to invite
church leaders to engage in an intentional growth process in the context of microgroup
support. The process would be evaluated quantitatively by comparing participants’
survey results from before and after the intervention.
I developed the intervention in collaboration with the church elders in early 2019.
Following conversation with the elders, I wrote a document titled “Getting Intentional
about Growth” that outlined a growth plan based on (1) intentionality, (2) communion,
and (3) community. Several elders served as test subjects of the plan. Based on feedback
from them, I modified the plan slightly before introducing it to the full church board in
the fall of 2019. All together nine people participated in the growth plan and completed
the surveys necessary for me to analyze the effectiveness of the intervention. Participants
experienced measurable growth in their sense of themselves as disciples. The research
findings will be described in the remainder of this chapter.
Description of the Evaluation
The intervention was evaluated quantitatively using repeated measures of
nonindependent samples (Hanneman, Kposowa, & Riddle, 2013, p. 296). I was looking
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for change within subjects. Data was obtained from a spiritual growth inventory and a
short questionnaire which I developed.
Evaluation Method
For participants to complete the GDI they had to register at a website
(www.growingfruitfuldisciples.com) and complete the online questionnaire. The website
produces immediate results for the participant, a one-page report which contains bar
charts. The report contains 21 bars, each corresponding to a commitment within the
Growing Fruitful Disciples framework. The commitments are organized into four
processes: connecting, understanding, ministering, and equipping.
Since the report produces bar graphs rather than numerical data, it was necessary
to convert the graphical results to numbers. To accomplish this, I measured each graph
using a ruler. Since individual printers may produce different results, I converted each
measurement to a ratio in order to compare results. For instance, if a given bar measured
138 cm out of a possible 170 cm this was converted to a ratio of 81. Once ratios were
established for the pre-intervention and post-intervention inventories for all nine
participants over all 21 commitments, a statistical analysis was completed to discover if
there were significant changes between the first and the second inventory.
In addition to the twice-taken inventory, participants were asked to complete a
short questionnaire at the end of the intervention (Appendix C). Answers to the
questionnaire were converted to numeric values so that results could be statistically
correlated with results from the GDI. Data gathered from the questionnaire included the
number of months participants engaged in the intervention, a measure of the frequency of
microgroup interaction ranging in value from 1 for less than once per month to 4 for more
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than once per week, and a measure of flexibility in following the suggested guidelines
ranging in value from 1 for a rigid application of the guidelines to 3 for dispensing with
the guidelines altogether.
Interpretation of the Data
My hypothesis was that the intervention would produce increases in measures of
discipleship on the GDI and that the level of involvement in the intervention would
increase the effect. In other words, I expected that a participant who met with his
microgroup on a weekly basis and followed the guidelines at least loosely would grow in
connection with Jesus, and would experiencing the reality of discipleship in his daily life.
Several factors made interpretation difficult, chief among them being a small
sample size of just nine people. With a small sample size, it is more difficult to obtain
statistically significant results (Hanneman et al., 2013, p. 303). Also, given my personal
relationship with all the participants and their knowledge of the research design from the
beginning, it is entirely possible that participants scored higher on the second inventory
because they knew I had an expectation of growth for them.
As expected, the testing revealed positive change. Of the 21 commitments
measured across all participants, 19 saw an average increase and seven increased by more
than 10%. This is especially interesting because values were already high on the pretest
for many commitments, so there was not much room for improvement on some
commitments. For instance, the mean scores on several commitments in the
“Understanding” process were 100 or close to it. On the commitment “Understanding Nature of God” the pre-intervention mean was 99.33 and the post-intervention mean was
100.00, a tiny increase. The commitment “Understanding - Sin and Suffering” want from
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a pre-intervention mean of 100.00 to a post-intervention mean of 96.44, a slight decrease
that was not statistically significant.
There were only two commitments that showed a statistically significant change
at the .01 level and one additional commitment that was significant at the .05 level. All
three commitments that demonstrated significant change were gains within the
“Connecting” process.
1. The commitment “Connecting - with God” produced a mean gain of 15.333
between pairs and was significant at the .01 level.
2. The commitment “Connecting - with Church” produced a mean gain of
13.778 between pairs and was also significant at the .01 level.
3. The commitment “Connecting - with Others” produced a mean gain of 12.889
between pairs and was significant at the .05 level.
Not only are these results significant, but they describe large gains, indicating that the
intervention had a major effect on participants’ sense of connection with God, church,
and others.
The correlation analysis (see Appendix D) between the differences (gains) and
Months, Frequency, and Flexibility produced three significant results. There are two
significant values (at the .05 level) in the correlation for Months, one for Frequency, and
none for Flexibility.
In most cases (17 of 21) the Months correlations were negative which suggests
that the longer the intervention was carried out, the less effective it became. This result is
surprising and should probably be dismissed because of a flaw in the research design.
The elders had begun the microgroup process at an earlier and less refined stage in the
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development of the intervention. They participated for 12 months whereas other board
members participated for 5-6 months. The elders experienced less success with the
project. It is hard to account for this apart from the simple fact that they did not have
clear guidelines for how to participate in the project when they got started. Based on their
struggles and feedback I was able to refine the growth plan document before presenting it
to the church board at the beginning of Phase Two.
The two statistically significant correlations in the Months column were for
Commitment 14 “Serving—Stewardship” and for Commitment 18 “Living in
Community - Being Discipled in Ministering.” Both were negative correlations.
Apparently, those who participated longer (the elders) felt that they had decreased in their
sense of themselves as stewards and those who are being discipled in ministry. Again,
this could point to the lack of clear guidelines the elders had in setting up their
microgroups. In my conversations with elders, they struggled to establish regular patterns
for meeting with their microgroups. Frustration with the group dynamic may have
translated to a sense of frustration with themselves as stewards and leaders.
In the Frequency column the majority of results (17 of 21) were positive which
suggests that increases in the frequency of microgroup meetings produced positive
growth. The one indicator with a statistically significant correlation was Commitment 11
“Serving - Personal Vocation.” This suggests that those who met more often with their
microgroup experienced a significant positive gain in their sense of serving God within
their vocation.
Of the Flexibility values the majority (16 of 21) were positive but none are
significant. This may indicate that a flexible approach is helpful while a more rigid
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approach is counterproductive. Those who said they followed the guidelines “loosely”
may have experienced greater gains than those who followed the guidelines “closely.” No
participants indicated that they had dispensed with the guidelines entirely. Given that
none of the flexibility values were statistically significant, however, it may be that
flexibility did not play a role in the outcome of the intervention.
Conclusions Drawn from the Data
My hypothesis was correct. The intervention helped people grow in measures of
discipleship on the GDI. Those who put more in got more out. With increased frequency
came an increased growth effect.
In addition to confirming my general hypothesis, the data point to several other
conclusions. Of the four processes measured by the GDI, the most affected by the
intervention was “Connecting.” All five commitments within the “Connecting” process
had positive gains and three were significant. This is the strongest finding of the project.
It seems that a discipleship microgroup paired with an intentional personal growth plan is
effective at helping people connect.
Adventists are strong on understanding. The “Understanding” process was the
only one of the four processes in which scores reached 100. This means that members of
the church board at the University City Church are solid on Bible doctrines. This is not
surprising given the emphasis the Adventist Church places on Bible study and orthodoxy.
The five commitments in the “Serving” process all had positive gains and several
commitments saw large gains. Although none were statistically significant, the fact that
“Serving - Personal Vocation” had a statistically significant correlation with Frequency
may indicate that the intervention was effective in helping people develop a sense of
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God’s activity in their daily work. When disciples begin to recognize that God is
ministering through them while they are carrying out the regular tasks of employment,
they are reaching a high degree of integration of faith with life.
Surprisingly, the area of “Living in Community” produced the lowest scores of
any process after the intervention. Since a microgroup is a community, it would be
natural to expect to see higher scores here. Part of the explanation could be that starting
scores in this area were also the lowest of any area. Some commitments saw large mean
gains, but none were statistically significant. The “Living in Community” process
produced the most volatile results (the largest standard deviations). Some participants
experienced large positive gains while others experienced large negative gains. I am not
sure how to account for this. I do know, from talking with several participants, that some
had wonderful experiences with their microgroups while others were disappointed. For
those who expressed disappointment, it seemed that the disappointment centered mainly
around the lack of participation by others in the microgroup. Perhaps, this lack of
engagement from others could account for some of the negative results within the
“Living in Community” process. If the community is not showing up and supporting one
of its members in the way that person expects that person’s sense of community will be
understandably diminished.
Revisions to the Growth Plan Document
Upon reviewing the data and reflecting on the process, I realize that most
participants viewed the project as more of a microgroup experiment rather than an
experiment in using spiritual disciplines to grow in the likeness of Jesus. Some
participants did not practice spiritual disciplines at all. My verbal framing of the project
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to participants and the guidelines I wrote for them contained very little instruction about
intentionality and did not provide practical guidance for how to develop a “rule of life.”
In retrospect, I judge this imbalance to be a serious problem. It is vital that each disciple
learns to experience regular communion with Jesus. A disciple’s relationship with Jesus
is personal and no amount of microgroup involvement can substitute for it.
I plan to continue promoting a personal growth plan with microgroup support as a
way to foster a culture of discipleship within the church. It is my hope that others would
also see value in utilizing a similar approach. However, there are several revisions I want
to make to the growth plan document before using it again. The document is imbalanced
and overly focused on community—the microgroup. I want to revise the document so
that it equally explains and encourages all three growth components: (1) intentionality,
(2) communion, and (3) community.
Possible revisions include suggesting that each participants begin the growth
process with a personal retreat in order to give careful and intentional thought to Jesus’
question: “What do you want me to do for you?” Or perhaps I could organize a retreat
weekend for participants in which time is given for them to ponder and answer the
question.
Another possible revision would give clarity to what a “rule for life” might look
like. I would explain that the rule is not meant to be a strait jacket and can be adapted as
needed, but is a commitment that provides a framework for growth. The document could
include a list of possible “rules” that can be tried at various points during the discipleship
journey. Examples include, “Keep Sabbath every week,” “Write in a prayer journal each
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day,” or “Go to my prayer closet and spend 20 minutes with God before checking my
phone in the morning.”
A Word about Culture
This project sought to shift the culture of the University City Seventh-day
Adventist Church in the direction of discipleship. Unfortunately, I did not find a way to
measure whether a cultural shift occurred, nor do I have anecdotal evidence to suggest
that a church-wide change has occurred. It is my contention that, although unseen at
present, a cultural shift has begun. A small group of leaders in the church have grown in
measurable ways as disciples of Jesus. Their influence will be felt throughout the church.
This project can therefore be considered a successful first step towards shifting the
culture of the church.
Recommendations for the University City Church
Developing a culture of discipleship remains an essential goal for the University
City Church and, I believe, for all churches. A culture of discipleship requires a wholistic
approach. Given that the University City Church is already doing well in many areas, this
project sought to shore up weaknesses by encouraging leaders to be intentional about
their own spiritual growth and to establish more intimate helping relationships with other
people. My hope is to see intentionality and spiritual friendships continue. Towards that
end I suggest that the church build on the findings of this study to refine a discipleship
strategy. The elders and the church board have a role to play in planning for and
modeling discipleship.
My recommendations for myself and other local church leaders are: (1) challenge
project participants to continue being intentional about their personal growth and to start
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new microgroups, (2) invite elders to promote discipleship in their interactions with
church members, (3) refine the new member orientation process so that discipleship is
presented as the norm for church members, and (4) set the stage for a positive view of
church discipline.
Encouraging the Multiplication of Microgroups
I am unclear about how to turn the success of this project into a large-scale
program for the church. It is one thing to engage mature church leaders in this process. It
is another to invite the entire congregation to form microgroups. I think that the church
leaders who have already participated in microgroups are the best people to spread the
experience to others. Those who had a positive experience with a microgroup are ideal
ambassadors of the intentional growth plan concept and should be encouraged to identify
others in the congregation who might be interested in joining them in a microgroup.
Rather than making announcements from up front and asking people to sign up for yet
another program, it may be best to encourage microgroups to grow organically.
Expecting microgroups to continue on their own is wishful thinking. There is
need for continued vision casting from the pastor and other leaders. Establishing certain
months of the year for microgroup formation and encouraging past participants to find
new people to join them for microgroups might be a good way to maintain forward
momentum.
The Role of the Shepherding Elder
The church is currently organized into shepherding groups. Each elder is
responsible to “shepherd” those families in his or her group. This has involved periodic
communication and an annual home visit. As the elders experience the value of the
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“Getting Intentional About Growth” plan, they can become champions for discipleship.
In his or her interactions with those in the shepherding group, the elder could ask pointed
questions about how people are growing in their relationship with Christ, if they are
being intentional, and whether they are experiencing community support for growth. The
elder would then be in a position to encourage and perhaps facilitate the formation of a
microgroup where it is needed. With elders experiencing a greater sense of themselves as
disciples and encouraging others to engage in the discipleship growth journey, the church
will begin to experience a culture of discipleship.
Working with Newcomers
Since 2015 the University City Church has implemented a membership
orientation process to help newcomers understand the culture and values of the church.
The orientation consists of a two-hour session on a Sabbath after potluck and is usually
conducted by one of the elders. A weakness of the orientation process is that it says little
about discipleship. The orientation is good at providing information about the church and
helping people make social connections with each other. There is a minor focus on
spiritual gifts and ministry involvement.
During 2018 the University City Church implemented a communication and
welcoming strategy designed to make sure visitors do not fall through the cracks.
Components of the plan include a weekly hospitality lunch and an information packet
inside a yellow bag. The greeter is supposed to identify a first-time visitor and give them
a yellow bag. The bag signals to everyone else the presence of a first-time guest so that
church members can be intentional about welcoming the newcomer.
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The greeting strategy and membership orientation plan are both designed to help
people connect to Christ and his church. Both need to be refined so they include
discipleship principles. We can start by updating the printed material in the yellow
welcome bag to include information about spiritual growth and the importance of
intentionality and community support. One of the church’s core values is Growing
Spiritually and it states, “We want people to come to know God and the Bible more
deeply. God’s love and acceptance through Jesus Christ lead to transformation and
ongoing growth in the believer’s life.” Building from this core value, the information
sheet could present discipleship as an expectation for all church members and provide an
overview of the microgroup concept, inviting people to contact the pastor for more
information.
At membership orientation meetings we could talk about the meaning and
importance of discipleship. Someone who has been in a microgroup could share a
testimony. We could plant the seed in the minds of new members that spiritual growth is
not optional and that discipleship is part of the culture of the University City Seventh-day
Adventist Church. The orientation process could be outlined like this:
1. History and values of the church
2. The meaning and importance of discipleship
3. Personal interview with their elder
4. Expectation of accountability and involvement for all members
Rethinking Church Discipline
As a culture of discipleship is established in the church, I anticipate a renewal of
the practice of church discipline. This practice has fallen out of use. Those who have had
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experiences with church discipline in the past often tell stores of shame and rejection.
This is not good discipline. Done right, however, discipline is part of discipleship. It is
done for the good of the person who is disciplined. Rather than using discipline to make a
statement, the process should be designed to help the individual and the church grow
closer to Christ. Exactly what the process looks like remains to be seen.
Personal Transformation
The project has been a small piece of a much larger process of growth for me.
Certainly, I have grown in knowledge because of this project. I thought I knew a lot about
discipleship before I began the research process but came to realize how little I knew. If
nothing else, gaining humility about the extent of one’s knowledge is always a positive
development. But it went further than that. I learned and was challenged afresh to be a
whole-hearted disciple of Jesus as I grappled with the contours of discipleship in the New
Testament. The radical call of Christ resonated in my heart and my periodic resistances to
the call were further weakened by reading and studying the source material.
Not one to sit on the sidelines while others are busy, I chose to “Get Intentional
About Growth” and formed a microgroup of my own during the time when members of
the church board were engaging in the intervention. One of the two others in my
microgroup provided data and was included in my research. I myself did not provide
data; I simply wanted the experience of being in a microgroup.
My microgroup had almost weekly interactions, alternating meeting in person for
lunch at a restaurant and doing video conference calls. I cannot point to any definite bit of
insight or growth arising from the microgroup process. Certainly, I am closer now to the
two guys who participated with me. We had great conversations, provided counsel to
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each other, and prayed for each other. I feel enriched by the experience. If I was a person
without a preexisting network of social and spiritual support, I think the intervention
would have produced even more marked positive change in me.
Designing, implementing, and writing about the project has proven to be more of
an ordeal than anticipated. The time and effort required in writing the dissertation itself
has been staggering. I have had to dig deep, discover that I lack the reserves to complete
the project, cry out to God for help, lean on the support of family and friends, and then
wonder still if I would finish. The process of completing this project has taught me to
trust God and be content with small steps forward over an extended period. I have learned
and grown in innumerable ways that make up the discipleship journey.
In short, pursing a doctoral degree has had a significant positive effect on me. I
am a better Christian, a better pastor, and a better person for having taken the journey of
becoming a Doctor of Ministry. It feels to me that this project has been one additional
step on a long and ongoing journey of discipleship. I was already on the path of learning
to be wholehearted in my response to the call of Jesus. This project has helped me move
further along the path.
Major Finding
The intervention, despite a small sample size, produced exciting results.
Participants grew in multiple measures of discipleship, especially in measures of
connection. People who engaged in the process experienced large and statistically
significant gains in their sense of connection with God, with church, and with others. In
short, the main finding of this project is that an intentional personal growth plan with
microgroup support is a powerful tool for helping individuals grow as disciples of Jesus.
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Recommendations Beyond the Project Context
Calling people to be intentional about growth in the context of a microgroup has
great potential to help people grow as disciples of Jesus. I heartily recommend
microgroups to churches everywhere. But additional research is needed in other contexts
to see if microgroups produce similar results. The possibility remains that the results at
the University City Church were unique. The intervention was chosen because it filled a
gap in a church-wide picture of what is needed for effective discipleship. In churches
where other pieces of the picture are missing, microgroups may not be nearly as effective.
Instead, churches may be better served addressing some of the other missing pieces like
developing dynamic Sabbath Schools or small groups. Nevertheless, I am convinced,
based on this research, that three ingredients of discipleship are valuable: (1)
intentionality, (2) communion, and (3) community. Every local church is a disciplemaking enterprise. As such, every local church would do well to encourage people to be
intentional about their growth, to spend time with Jesus, and to do it with friends.
I continue to wonder about how best to encourage integration of faith and life.
The microgroup intervention employed in this project may have helped people better
integrate their faith with their life, but it is not at all evident that microgroups will always
produce better integration. Given the penchant of Western Christianity for
compartmentalization, it is possible that a microgroup strategy may simply become one
more thing done in the church “silo” that does not affect the rest of life. Finally, I would
recommend additional research into the integration of faith and life. For instance, what
interventions could encourage disciples to be wholehearted in their commitment to Jesus,
allowing Christianity to affect every aspect of life? What practices are helpful in
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equipping Christians to wholeheartedly engage with the wider culture and discern the call
of Jesus in the ordinary as well as the extraordinary? May the church be filled with
disciples who are ever growing in their commitment to Jesus and are becoming more like
him.
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APPENDIX A

EMAILS
Email to Head Elder
Subject: Membership orientation process
From: Ryan Ashlock <pastorryan@ucsda.org>
Sun, Nov 18, 10:20 AM
To: Chris Grissom
Chris,
I had a brainstorm this morning as I was working on my doctorate. I’ve been focusing on
discipleship and believe that groups of 2-4 people is a key component in the process. But
it is only part of the process. There must be much more in place as well.
We already have some great stuff in place:
•
A weekly worship service that is edifying to believers and attractive and
understandable to the curious.
•
Opportunities for people to connect in social space - Church socials (like we
had last night with family game night) and community service days provide
opportunities for people to connect in midsize communities where they feel
safe and can get to know others in social space - this allows them to figure out
how they want to move forward towards greater intimacy (if at all).
•
Small groups - Sabbath Schools are small groups. Plus we have the men’s and
women’s groups. These are places where people can develop friendships, but
they still aren’t intimate.
So I’m asking myself what is lacking, what is needed. The biggest piece is the
microgroup (intimate space where an intentional growth and accountability framework is
operating). For people who have an accountability partner, they have the sort of
relationship I’m talking about. But I want to take it up a level to help people become fullbodied disciples.
All the pieces work together to provide encouragement and accountability for practices,
community, and calling (the three components of a well-rounded spiritual formation), but
the microgroup is the tip of the spear - where things get personal and real. I want this to
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become something that is part of the fabric of our church. In other words we need
systems in place, but more than that we need a culture that promotes discipleship.
This is where I had my brainstorm today. Our membership orientation process needs
revamping. We discussed that a bit at board meeting. Several people have pointed out the
need to include spiritual gifts assessment and ministry placement in the orientation, but
we haven’t known how to do that in a single session. I think we need to expand the
orientation to several sessions and make attendance at those sessions a requirement
before membership. I feel like we do new members a disservice to vote in their transfers
when hardly anyone knows them and before they understand what is expected from them.
This is not just another Adventist church. We have high expectations of our members.
They need to understand, embrace, and embody the unique UCSDA culture.
I haven’t figured out exactly how to structure it. I’d like to have your input and the input
of the elders on how to go about that (and, of course, on whether this is even a good
idea!)
I am inspired by what I see Redeemer Presbyterian Church uses as their membership
process:
Step 1: Practices for Christian Formation class
Step 2: Intro to Redeemer class
Step 3: Membership application
(Steps 1, 2, and 3 may be completed in any order)
Step 4: Membership interview
Step 5: Membership vows and baptism (or completion of transfer from another church)
https://westside.redeemer.com/connect/membership/
If we adapted/created such a process, it could include talk about spiritual gifts and the
expectation of ministry. It would provide people with opportunities to enter intentional
relationships with others for the purpose of growth (regular church attendance,
participation in community service, attending Sabbath School, having an accountability
partner/group).
Other churches have similar structures for their new members. Saddleback allows
baptism after the first class, but expects people to take three additional classes.
https://saddleback.com/connect/ministry/class
I want to avoid the sense that completing classes means you’ve arrived and can now stop
growing. The culture of a church needs to indicate that the classes are simply an
orientation to membership and ministry.
Adventist churches typically rely on the pastor to give (doctrinally heavy) Bible studies
to a prospective member and sign off when the person is ready. The trouble with this
approach is that it is possible for a person to know a lot about the Bible, but not feel
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connected to the local congregation, not be plugged into ministry, not be growing in their
relationship with Christ.
By formalizing the process and including the elders as teachers and interviewers, we can
help new members start out already connected.
In all of this (designing systems) we cannot forget the people. Everyone is unique.
Systems don’t guarantee success, but I think they are essential nonetheless.
What do you think?
Ryan
Email to Elders
Subject: Planning for the New Year
Ryan Ashlock <pastorryan@ucsda.org>
Thu, Jan 3, 2019 at 9:42 AM
To: ucelders@ucsda.org
Dear Fellow Elders,
I’m excited about what 2019 holds in store. God is faithful and Jesus is a good teacher.
He leads us in paths of righteousness. He grows us. There will be new challenges and
new blessings this year.
A few things for you to be thinking and praying about:
When we meet on January 12 we will be discussing the chapter by Reinder Bruinsma “Is
the Postmodern Adventist a Threat to the Unity of his Church?” It is a fascinating essay
about an important topic for us to consider. I don’t agree with his every characterization
of postmodernism, but I think Bruinsma gets the big picture correct along with many of
the implications. If you don’t yet have a copy of the chapter (or have mislaid it) please let
me or Blas know.
As the Lord has arranged things in His providence, my doctoral project is aimed at
addressing a need of both modern and postmodern Adventism - discipleship. The
Adventist Church in general has done well at evangelism and still does well winning
certain segments of the population. Our concept of evangelism is still mostly modern we take people through a series of Bible studies and get them to intellectually assent to
truth. Then we baptize them. Obviously, as Bruinsma points out, this approach is
changing and must change. And my project deals with that. I am interested in much more
than baptizing people (as important as that is). I want us to be growing disciples of Jesus.
This process occurs both before and long after baptism.
We’ve had a haphazard approach to discipleship. People are unique and messy. Cookiecutter approaches don’t work well. (I suppose that is a very postmodern thing to say!). So
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how do we help people grow in Christ both before and after they join the church? This is
obviously important to us. One of our UCSDA values is Growing Spiritually. “We want
people to come to know God and the Bible more deeply. God’s love and acceptance
through Jesus Christ lead to transformation and ongoing growth in the believer’s life.”
At one time I tried putting a plan in place where each newly baptized member had a
mentor or sponsor, but it didn’t stick. I still feel like we need a system for helping people
grow. We shouldn’t be careless about it in the name of trusting the Holy Spirit to take
care of it. I have some ideas for how to move forward and I want to get your feedback.
Part of our meeting on January 12 will be brainstorming about a discipleship plan.
Finally, just as we did last year we are starting the year with a visitation program. You
will be working with the deacon/deaconess on your shepherding team to visit people who
live in town and to contact those who live elsewhere. The purpose of the visits is to let
people know you care about them, help them feel more connected to the church family,
and find out what their needs are, address the needs you can, and get help in addressing
those you can’t. Finally, we have 24-hour prayer vigil scheduled for the Sabbath hours of
Feb 1-2, 2019. As you visit, invite people to share prayer requests that can be prayed for
during the vigil. We will talk more about the visitation plan when we meet on the 12th,
but feel free to get started on the visits even before then.
It is a privilege to work and grow along with you!
Ryan
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APPENDIX B

GETTING INTENTIONAL ABOUT GROWTH
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APPENDIX C

QUESTIONNAIRE
1. When did you first meet with your microgroup? (please provide the
month)
2. How regularly did you meet or communicate with your microgroup?
•

More than once per week

•

Usually once per week

•

At least once per month

•

Less than once per month

3. How closely did you follow the suggested guidelines?
•

Closely

•

Roughly

•

Not at all
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APPENDIX D

CHURCH BOARD MINUTES

130

[131]

APPENDIX E

DATA AND STATISTICS
Paired Samples Statistics

Mean
Pair 1
Pair 2
Pair 3
Pair 4
Pair 5
Pair 6
Pair 7
Pair 8
Pair 9
Pair 10
Pair 11
Pair 12

Connecting - with God
Connecting - with Self
Connecting - with Family
Connecting - with Church
Connecting - with Others
Understanding - Spiritual Growth
Understanding - Nature of God
Understanding - Sin and Suffering
Understanding - Redemption
Understanding - Restoration
Serving - Personal Vocation
Serving - Friendships

Pair 13

Serving - Community Service

Pair 14

Serving - Stewardship

Std.
Deviation

N

Std.
Error
Mean

C1Post

89.11

9

13.308

4.436

C1Pre

73.78

9

19.607

6.536

C2Post

90.56

9

10.138

3.379

C2Pre

84.78

9

13.498

4.499

C3Post

83.22

9

10.745

3.582

C3Pre

74.56

9

20.839

6.946

C4Post

83.89

9

8.594

2.865

C4Pre

70.11

9

18.791

6.264

C5Post

84.56

9

11.833

3.944

C5Pre

71.67

9

15.403

5.134

C6Post

86.00

9

6.764

2.255

C6Pre

78.22

9

13.827

4.609

C7Post

100.00

9

0.000

0.000

C7Pre

99.33

9

2.000

0.667

C8Post

96.44

9

10.667

3.556

C8Pre

100.00

9

0.000

0.000

C9Post

98.67

9

4.000

1.333

C9Pre

100.00

9

0.000

0.000

C10Post

100.00

9

0.000

0.000

C10Pre

98.67

9

4.000

1.333

C11Post

79.22

9

12.204

4.068

C11Pre

68.67

9

19.545

6.515

C12Post

73.33

9

16.409

5.470

C12Pre

63.44

9

24.182

8.061

C13Post

77.89

9

21.526

7.175

C13Pre

62.00

9

22.456

7.485

C14Post

90.00

9

11.758

3.919
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Pair 15
Pair 16
Pair 17
Pair 18
Pair 19
Pair 20
Pair 21

C14Pre

84.22

9

11.893

3.964

C15Post

87.67

9

14.053

4.684

C15Pre

86.11

9

18.798

6.266

Living in Community - Being
Discipled in Connecting

C16Post

72.89

9

23.893

7.964

C16Pre

73.44

9

28.165

9.388

Living in Community - Being
Discipled in Understanding

C17Post

77.22

9

22.185

7.395

C17Pre

71.56

9

24.956

8.319

Living in Community - Being
Discipled in Ministering

C18Post

79.89

9

19.419

6.473

C18Pre

64.89

9

24.568

8.189

Living in Community - Discipling
Others in Connecting

C19Post

72.78

9

19.817

6.606

C19Pre

63.00

9

21.880

7.293

Living in Community - Discipling
Others in Understanding

C20Post

64.11

9

18.010

6.003

C20Pre

53.44

9

23.049

7.683

Living in Community - Discipling
Others in Ministering

C21Post

73.50

8

25.140

8.888

C21Pre

72.00

8

24.646

8.714

Serving - Evangelism
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Paired Samples Test
Paired Differences
Std.
Mean Deviation
15.333
13.36

8

Sig.
(2-tailed)
0.009

2.051

8

0.074

18.371

1.415

8

0.195

13.778

12.029

3.436

8

0.009

12.889

12.005

3.221

8

0.012

C6Post - C6Pre

7.778

14.712

1.586

8

0.151

Pair 7

C7Post - C7Pre

0.667

2.000

1.000

8

0.347

Pair 8

C8Post - C8Pre

-3.556

10.667

-1.000

8

0.347

Understanding - Redemption

Pair 9

C9Post - C9Pre

-1.333

4.000

-1.000

8

0.347

Understanding - Restoration

Pair 10

C10Post - C10Pre

1.333

4.000

1.000

8

0.347

Serving - Personal Vocation

Pair 11

C11Post - C11Pre

10.556

13.965

2.268

8

0.053

Serving - Friendships
Serving - Community
Service

Pair 12

C12Post - C12Pre

9.889

14.269

2.079

8

0.071

Pair 13

C13Post - C13Pre

15.889

23.143

2.060

8

0.073

Serving - Stewardship

Pair 14

C14Post - C14Pre

5.778

14.122

1.227

8

0.255

Serving - Evangelism
Living in Community - Being
Discipled in Connecting
Living in Community - Being
Discipled in Understanding
Living in Community - Being
Discipled in Ministering
Living in Community Discipling Others in
Connecting
Living in Community Discipling Others in
Understanding
Living in Community Discipling Others in
Ministering

Pair 15

C15Post - C15Pre

1.556

11.469

0.407

8

0.695

Pair 16

C16Post - C16Pre

-0.556

34.493

-0.048

8

0.963

Pair 17

C17Post - C17Pre

5.667

26.306

0.646

8

0.536

Pair 18

C18Post - C18Pre

15.000

27.888

1.614

8

0.145

Pair 19

C19Post - C19Pre

9.778

17.326

1.693

8

0.129

Pair 20

C20Post - C20Pre

10.667

19.313

1.657

8

0.136

Pair 21

C21Post - C21Pre

1.500

9.710

0.437

7

0.675

Connecting - with God

Pair 1

C1Post - C1Pre

Connecting - with Self

Pair 2

C2Post - C2Pre

5.778

8.452

Connecting - with Family

Pair 3

C3Post - C3Pre

8.667

Connecting - with Church

Pair 4

C4Post - C4Pre

Connecting - with Others
Understanding - Spiritual
Growth
Understanding - Nature of
God
Understanding - Sin and
Suffering

Pair 5

C5Post - C5Pre

Pair 6
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t
3.443

df

Correlations

ChangeC1

Months
Pearson
Sig.
Correlation
(2-tailed)
-0.414
0.268

N
9

Frequency
Pearson
Sig.
Correlation
(2-tailed)
0.421
0.259
0.283
0.460

N
9

N
9

ChangeC2

-0.422

0.258

9

ChangeC3

-0.128

0.742

9

0.149

0.702

9

-0.082

0.835

9

ChangeC4

0.396

0.291

9

-0.143

0.714

9

-0.263

0.494

9

9

-0.101

9

0.326

0.392

9

ChangeC5

-0.212

0.584

0.796

9

Flexibility
Pearson
Sig.
Correlation
(2-tailed)
-0.037
0.924
-0.286
0.456

9

ChangeC6

-0.430

0.248

9

0.346

0.362

9

0.261

0.498

9

ChangeC7

0.496

0.174

9

-0.614

0.078

9

0.250

0.516

9

ChangeC8

0.174

0.655

9

-0.236

0.541

9

-0.250

0.516

9

ChangeC9

0.285

0.457

9

0.189

0.626

9

0.500

0.170

9

ChangeC10

-0.174

0.655

9

0.661

0.052

9

0.250

0.516

9

ChangeC11

-0.530

0.142

9

0.800

0.010

9

0.316

0.407

9

ChangeC12

-0.072

0.855

9

0.283

0.461

9

-0.181

0.641

9

ChangeC13

-0.559

0.118

9

0.438

0.239

9

0.148

0.705

9

ChangeC14

-0.711

0.032

9

0.641

0.063

9

0.218

0.573

9

ChangeC15

-0.418

0.263

9

0.566

0.112

9

0.320

0.402

9

ChangeC16

-0.009

0.982

9

0.243

0.528

9

-0.208

0.592

9

ChangeC17

-0.254

0.510

9

0.271

0.480

9

0.418

0.263

9

ChangeC18

-0.689

0.040

9

0.615

0.078

9

0.206

0.595

9

ChangeC19

-0.268

0.485

9

0.384

0.308

9

0.048

0.902

9

ChangeC20

-0.388

0.302

9

0.421

0.259

9

0.155

0.690

9

ChangeC21

-0.250

0.550

8

0.484

0.224

8

0.526

0.181

8
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